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Abstract 

My living theory action research project sought to explore and answer the 

question, “How can I change the culture of a school?”  When a principal begins at a new 

school, the first thing he or she discovers about that school is the culture.  This project 

examined the data connected to brain-based research and the connection between 

environmental stress and learning.  It also looked at what research says about the role of 

the principal in creating and sustaining a peaceful school culture.  The research focused 

on the Roots of Empathy program and shows how this program impacted the culture of a 

particular school over time. 
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CHAPTER ONE: AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL NARRATIVE—FINDING 

MY TEACHER’S HEART 

I will begin this project by asking the question, “How can I change the culture of 

a school?”  In keeping with the research methodology of living theory action research, I 

will begin with my autobiographical narrative that is a recount of my life as a student and 

then my first few years of teaching.  The telling of these stories illustrates how I came to 

hold my values as a teacher, and indeed became the person I am today.  

The Story Begins 

When I was a girl growing up in the city of Toronto, I don’t remember school 

being a very tolerant, welcoming, or loving place to be.  At worst I felt afraid and at best 

apprehensive.  I found most of my peers to be cruel and the teachers to be great role 

models for this cruelty.  I remember in grade 1, watching my teacher grab children by the 

arms, pulling them out of their seats, and dumping the contents of their messy desks on 

the floor.  I remember her pacing menacingly between our desks looking for words 

incorrectly spelled so that she would have an excuse to rap our knuckles with her pointer.  

I remember how our grade 4 teacher admonished Dougie for putting too many teeth on 

his Bugs Bunny drawing and I will never forget how he ashamedly hung his head, 

looking at the floor as he returned to his seat after she made him feel like he knew 

nothing at all about drawing or rabbits or anything else that the rest of the world knew 

about.  

As I progressed to middle school things got worse instead of better.  The strap 

was doled out generously, racial slurs were common, and teachers used sarcasm and 

ridicule as common means of curbing student behaviour.   
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I remember thinking even then how morally wrong things were in schools and I 

imagined often of becoming a teacher and being different from many of the teachers I had 

come to know as a child.  I imagined creating and then working in a school where students 

and teachers were respected and appreciated for their strengths and affinities—a school 

where mistakes were seen as opportunities to learn and where smiling and laughter were 

the norm.   

I grew up during the peace movement of the 1960s and 1970s and so I held on to 

some assumptions about peace, what it was, and who wanted it to be a reality.  The “make 

love not war” movement was a very real part of my life as an adolescent.  The peace 

movement, feminist revolution, and antiwar sentiments of the day with popular music from 

Peter, Paul, and Mary and from Simon and Garfunkle still influence my subconscious.  My 

generation rebelled against societal norms by staging peace rallies and sit-ins to protest 

racism, prejudice, sexism, and above all hatred and cruelty.  These early experiences 

shaped my belief that empathy, understanding, and creating a kinder and more peaceful 

world was infinitely more important than doing most anything else. 

Throughout my childhood and adolescence I could remember wanting only one 

thing—to be a teacher.  Not just any teacher but a teacher who would make a difference 

for children, for schools, and perhaps in some small way, for the world.  In the mid 1960s 

I remember watching the film The Miracle Worker.  The movie is the story of Anne 

Sullivan, who taught deaf and blind Helen Keller to speak using her hands and to read 

using Braille.  I remember reading about other great teachers who had made a difference 

and I knew that a teacher, a good teacher, could make a real difference every day and for 

generations to come. 
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Although I had always loved writing and although I loved stories, I was never a very good 

student.  I struggled much of the time to stay focused in class and often my mind would 

drift off to create a story of its own.  When I returned to the math lesson or the grammar 

lesson I would find myself hopelessly lost in the middle of something that made no sense 

unless one knew the beginning.  I did somehow make it through high school and then 

university before finding myself at teacher’s college.  

 Teacher’s college was a great experience and I considered myself more successful 

at that endeavor than any other I had had up to that point.  At 22 years old with a fresh 

Bachelor of Education degree, I was eager to teach, but it was 1977 and no school board in 

southern Ontario was hiring brand new female teachers.  I say female because men were 

being interviewed and were getting jobs.  The feminist movement had made some headway 

for equality of opportunity for women but there was still a long way to go.  Because I 

wanted to teach and because there were no jobs where I lived, I applied to the Department 

of Indian and Northern Affairs.  I was interviewed and hired within weeks of applying. 

It was from these early teaching experiences that I came to understand what I 

valued about education, about schools, and indeed about life.  I learned that teaching 

children is so much more than learning about literacy and numeracy.  I learned that there is 

what I have come to know as “the invisible curriculum” (Henderson & Gornick, 2007 p. 

75) that screams so loudly in the classroom that it can drown out the spoken word and blur 

the meaning of a written text.  I have come to understand that what is not said and not done 

has more power than one can imagine and how things are said and done defines our mere 

words with unimaginable enormity.  I have also come to understand that this invisible 



4 

 

curriculum is in large part dependent on one variable and as a teacher I have come to 

realize that that variable is: me! 

Just as I watched my teachers as a child in Toronto, my students were watching me 

all of the time to see how I responded—to them, to the everyday happenings in the 

classroom, to their culture, their socioeconomic circumstances, their failures, and their 

successes.  I was a strong role model for patience, racial and cultural acceptance, love of 

learning, curiosity about the world, and emotional intelligence.  I believed that how I 

treated my students in the classroom would define to some degree how they treated each 

other.  I had the power to make their classroom experience wonderful, full of excitement 

and joy, or to make it one full of fear and anxiety.  As a young teacher I recognized this 

power quite quickly and I resolved to take my responsibility seriously. 

Becoming a Teacher 

My first teaching position was on an Indian reserve in a remote northern Ontario 

community.  The school was located on a peninsula jutting out into the lake and accessible 

only by boat.  It was a two-room school next to a little frame house that was the teacher’s 

residence (see Figure 1).  Loneliness and isolation were facts of life during those first 4 years 

so I started a journal, mostly for company at first but then later because my stories became 

my friends and writing my passion. Though I had yet to discover Boyd and Boyd’s (2005) 

discussion about the importance of journaling, their words ring true for me today: 

Keeping a journal and, more important, reading that journal, create more 

accountability and preserve observations and ideas about teaching so they can 

benefit future students. Used most effectively a journal is not just about reflection, 

but about reflection that leads to action and action that creates improvement.  (p. 5) 
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Figure 1.  A remote northern Ontario school and teacher’s residence. 
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My first journal entry was on September 6, 1977.  After driving the 1,300 miles 

north to the community where I was to begin my teaching career, I busied myself over 

the Labour Day weekend with organizing and preparing my classroom in anticipation of 

my students’ arrival.  Thirty years ago there were not so many educational supply 

companies eager to take teachers’ money for fancy classroom decorations, so I had 

purchased an alphabet colouring book, coloured the pictures myself, covered them with 

clear sticky plastic, and mounted them on the wall above the blackboard.  As my journal 

indicates, I was shocked and surprised as my students filed in one by one and then 

gleefully pointed at the pictures that I had hung up the day before: 

Today the children came to school.  We should have begun classes yesterday but 

no one came.  Today there were only a few.  They came in a boat much like the 

one that was issued to us on our arrival, a sixteen foot outboard.  There were too 

many children in the boat and it was sinking low in the water.  Many of the 

children were not wearing life jackets.  I can’t understand it: such precious cargo 

to be treated with such little regard.  It was strange how they acted when they 

entered the classroom.  I must ask someone about it—but who?  They showed 

particular interest in my alphabet frieze on the wall.  The letter “K” and the 

corresponding kitten seemed to be particularly amusing to everyone.  They 

wouldn’t stop laughing.  They wouldn’t listen to what I was saying.  They kept 

calling me “kitten” and calling each other “kitten.”  I feel embarrassed that I can’t 

control the class.  I wonder what I should do to change things tomorrow.  (Journal 

entry, September 6, 1977) 
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More students are coming to school now.  Today I had fourteen.  They still 

will not sit down in their desks and they are still going on about the “kitten.”  I 

have decided that tomorrow after school I will walk to the band office [see Figure 

2] and ask for advice.  (Journal entry, September 7, 1977)  

Today I walked to the band office.  It took me thirty minutes and the path 

was slippery with mud.  I fell twice so I must have looked a sight with my muddy 

pants and shoes.  The men were sitting around a table playing poker!  I asked 

them about the “kitten” and everyone laughed at me.  I was mortified until a 

young woman my age pulled me outside and told me that “kitten” is a short form 

for the Ojibwa word “kittenish” which means a woman’s vagina!  I am so 

embarrassed and ashamed.  I feel like a failure as a teacher.  She did tell me how 

to say “sit down and listen” in Ojibwa.  I have it written down and I will use it on 

Monday.  In the meantime I am going to go over to my classroom right now to 

take down the kitten.  My alphabet frieze will be without a “K” until I can find a 

picture of a key!  (Journal entry, September 8, 1977)  

Thirty years later as I read and reflect on this journal entry from so long ago I 

make connections to what Palmer (1998) said: “The discoveries I make about  myself 

when I remember encounters that have shaped and revealed my selfhood are sometimes 

embarrassing—but they are so real.  Whatever the cost of embarrassment, I will know 

myself better” (p. 29).   
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Figure 2.  The road to the band office. 
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So what did I learn about myself that day and what have I taken along with me 

from that initial embarrassing experience?  I think that I learned that embarrassment is 

nothing when weighed against the possibility of not being an effective teacher.  Today as 

I read these words I marvel at my strength and perseverance and I think that this and the 

many embarrassing experiences I encountered during those first few years of teaching 

prepared me for the rest of my life:  

Today I used my Ojibwa and the children laughed but they listened and sat down.  

I was able to read them a story this morning but this afternoon I had an art lesson 

planned.  Three of the boys, Warren, John, and Derek painted their faces with the 

paint and ran around the room making a woo, woo, woo sound with their hands 

over their mouths.  They didn’t stop until three jars of paint were spilled on the 

floor and I had raised my voice.  I raised my voice!  I never thought I would 

revert to that.  How ashamed I am.  What am I to do?  Nothing works.  I think I 

will read over my classroom management notes from teacher’s college.  Maybe 

the answer is there.  Please let the answer be there.  (Journal entry, September 11, 

1977) 

As I reflected on my inadequacies as a teacher I began to realize that my existing 

stock of knowledge was certainly not adequate to meet the challenges I was facing.  I was 

certainly not a capable and self-assured teacher but I did learn that teaching is about 

having strength and about perseverance and about admitting that one will never know all 

there is to know about teaching and learning.  So as my next journal entry suggests, I kept 

on trying with the hope that something would eventually work: 
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I have decided to try two new things tomorrow.  It came to me today when I asked 

the children what they liked to do.  They all shouted, “bingo!” Several others also 

shouted, “Nevada Tickets.”  They explained to me that Nevada tickets are little 

tickets that you buy at the band store at the end of the peninsula.  You rip them 

somehow and if you get three cherries or three bells you get money back.  It 

sounds like gambling to me but it has given me an idea.  I am going to make up 

draw tickets and give them out for doing work or following the rules.  On Friday 

we will have a draw.  I am going to get some prizes on Friday afternoon when we 

go into town.  I hope it works.  I am going to make up some “word bingo” cards 

and some number bingo cards as well.  If I have to play bingo for everything I 

will.  Something has to work!  (Journal entry, September 12, 1977) 

From this experience I think I learned about the importance of respecting diversity 

of culture and the importance of differentiating the curriculum to meet the needs, interests 

and affinities of students.  I also learned that sometimes you have to allow the children to 

lead and that sometimes they understand how they learn best and how they learn best is 

not always written in the curriculum guide. 

Readers may be interested to know that both the “bingo” and the “draw tickets” 

worked like a charm.  I “bingoed” everything: math facts, dolch words, sound/symbol 

relationships; you name it I had a bingo for it—and of course there were prizes!  We used 

the draw tickets for language and math as well.  We counted them, graphed them, and 

talked about probability.  We designed them, created slogans for them, and measured them.  

I learned that you can motivate students using what is culturally significant to them and like 

it or not “bingo” and “Nevada tickets” were culturally significant to these children.  
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Understanding My Values as an Educator 

As I reflect on my early teaching experiences it is apparent to me that I was 

coming to understand what I valued as an educator.  For as Ghaye & Ghaye (1998) tell us: 

It is important to understand the nature and importance of values.  Our own values 

and those of others affect what we do.  Values make us the kind of teacher we 

are…. Values give us reason for doing things.  (p. 9) 

The model enables you to view teaching and learning holistically.  It links 

professional values with practice, teaching with intentions for improving learning 

and with professional development.  (p. 8) 

My early teaching helped me to understand the value of cultural diversity.  It 

helped me see the value of differentiating curriculum and of reflecting on my own 

practice until the problems—whether they are language differences or classroom 

management obstacles—were solved.  Mostly though, those early teaching experiences 

taught me to value respect.  Respect for all children regardless of their socioeconomic 

circumstances, cultural background, or learning differences.  Holding the value of respect 

left me with a deep desire to create a culture in a school, in my school, where all children, 

their families, and their teachers were valued, understood, appreciated, and respected.  

Although at the time of writing these pages I did not have a name for my journal 

entries or my process for reflection on my practice, it was clear that in my own 

rudimentary fashion I was engaging in reflective practice instinctively.  To this day, by 

going back to my writing I discover ideas that I had forgotten long ago and that I can give 

rebirth to or pass along to another teacher.  Through many volumes, poor spelling, and 

tear-soaked pages my journal has guided my decision making for my entire career.  It has 
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been a silent counselor when seeking advice for which courses to take and in choosing 

the teaching strategies I have used as a classroom teacher, as a consultant, and then as a 

principal.  It has been my companion and my confidant, never judging and always 

providing me a beacon through the dark murky waters of my journey as a teacher.  As I 

read my journal from my first few years of teaching in isolation, I came across this poem: 

Learning Is Like the Lake [see images, Figures 3, 4, & 5] 

Some days waves break roughly 

Over the bow of my boat 

Threatening to sink my very will. 

Some days the waters lap calmly 

My boat cutting smoothly  

And cleanly through the surf. 

As I gaze into the dark water 

I cannot fathom its depth 

Or what mysteries lie  

Beneath the swirling surface foam. 

What untold monsters might  

Greet me there? 

I would like to venture 

Safely along the shallow shore 

But I throw caution to the loons 

That taunt me from afar. 

For in the middle of the lake, 

Where the water is deepest, 

Is where true excitement is found.  (Journal entry, April 30, 1979) 
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Figure 3.  Early morning mist on the lake. 
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Figure 4. September frost on the playground. 
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Figure 5.  Snowshoeing on the lake. 
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My writing reminds me still that I learned early to value learning itself and that 

the best and deepest learning is not always done in the easiest of circumstances.  Learning 

happens often in the presence of pain, loneliness, and uncertainty and I have found this to 

be the case throughout my entire career. 

My first students taught me about resiliency.  Their homes were crowded frame 

cabins which dotted the coastline of the lake and their only experience with indoor 

plumbing came from the flush toilets and showers at school.  These students sometimes 

endured days of tirades from drunken parents with no real food in the house and perhaps 

only a spring coat on a cold winter day but they would smile bashfully and eagerly 

participate in all the academia I had to offer them.  Their lives were hard but still they 

came to school and participated fully.  They would come knocking in the dark of night— 

seeking refuge from an abusive parent or some food for an empty stomach.  From them I 

learned what it meant to love children and how pure and innocent and very special that 

love is when it is returned.  I also learned that the love between a parent and child is so 

extraordinary and so strong and so forgiving that a child will love you regardless of your 

faults.  Those are huge lessons to learn and one piece of curriculum that could never be 

found in a book.  

A New Journey Begins 

Five years into my career I moved back to southern Ontario where I began 

teaching self-contained special education classes.  I soon learned the value of teaching 

social skills to a group of students who had been cast out of the regular school system 

classrooms.  The curriculum these students had learned was that they were unacceptable 

in the eyes of others.  They had managed to drive away several teachers with less 
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intestinal fortitude who had come before me and they were determined to prove to me as 

well that they were not worthy of having a teacher put any time or effort into teaching 

them.  Again the invisible curriculum emerged.  I was determined to press on.  I was 

patient and kind yet firm and unwavering in my resolve.  I simply would not tolerate any 

rudeness or body contact or lack of academic effort.  We would all just try again and 

again and again until we were civil with one another and work was complete.  I hooked 

them in with relevant experiences like reading recipes and cooking (and of course eating 

it afterwards).  We wrote scripts and performed plays for the other classes.  We made 

life-sized foam puppets and gigantic foam structures from cast off pieces of carpet 

underlay.  My students learned that hard work has its rewards and that appropriate 

behaviour will win you a spot in society.   

I learned that you need consistent expectations and routines before you can teach 

academics.  I also learned that you need to mold the curriculum to meet the needs and 

interests of your pupils and that the real world and all it has to offer is infinitely more 

interesting and exciting to a child than what is in the teacher’s guide.  Again, these are 

valuable lessons not found in any curriculum document.  

Coming to Understand Who I Am as a Teacher 

As a child, my dream was to become a great teacher, a teacher who would make a 

difference for children, for schools, and perhaps even the world.  Ayers (2001) tells us 

that this greatness has its birth in autobiography and in understanding who we are as 

human beings: “Greatness in teaching too requires a serious encounter and 

autobiography.  Who are you?  How did you come to take on your view and outlooks?  

What forces helped to shape you?” (p. 124). 
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To answer these questions I will return to the tattered and worn volumes of my 

journal.  Who am I?  Why do I hold the values that I hold today?  How did I come to be 

here over 30 years later?  Generations have come and gone before my very eyes and my 

own journey of learning has paralleled the journey of the institution of education itself.  I 

can tell you that the seasons of teaching have passed as quickly as waves crashing on the 

rocks along the shoreline of that remote northern lake where it all began.  The journey 

has been full of wonder and countless new revelations as I developed my teacher’s heart.  

I believe now as I have always believed; that each child is a unique child of God who has 

been put on this Earth for a purpose and that my mission is to love, nurture, and guide 

children along the journey of life, to help them develop a deeper consciousness of what it 

means to be a human being.  As I read my writings over the years this one value rings 

true with each new school, and each new class, and indeed each child I have had the 

honor and privilege to know.  I know that Palmer (1998) understands what I mean when 

he says that “to educate is to guide students on an inner journey toward more truthful 

ways of seeing and being in the world” (p. 6). 

I can tell you the greatest lesson I have learned is that children everywhere—and 

indeed all people everywhere—are essentially the same.  We all want to be loved, 

accepted, and appreciated for the gifts we bring to this world and through this acceptance 

and appreciation we will give more and try harder and then pass this acceptance and 

appreciation on to others.  

I have also come to believe that each child and each teacher deserves to learn in a 

school where the culture is one of acceptance, empathy, appreciation, and respect and so 

as an administrator I have endeavored to create schools that reflect this belief.   
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This project is a summation of my life in one school, my last school, and how I 

endeavored to change the culture of that school from one of bitterness and resentment to 

one of empathy and respect.  As I write these pages I realize that there is still work to be 

done and so I pass the torch to the teachers I leave behind to do the work I have started, 

and above all to the children who have touched my life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW—BRAIN-BASED LEARNING 

Bullying, aggression, cliques, and negative peer pressure abound in our schools 

with stories of violent student behavior dominating the media landscape.  With the world 

in such turmoil, how can educators help to prepare children to be our peaceful problem 

solvers of tomorrow?  As educators and school leaders we have a moral obligation to turn 

the tides of violence and aggression and to build school communities charged with 

positive emotion so that children can feel safe and secure, accepted, appreciated, and 

valued for their own unique skills, talents, and strengths.  As the following research 

indicates, such communities provide children with the advantage of learning to their 

optimal capabilities.  An understanding of how the brain learns and the implications of 

using brain-based research to modify our practice may bring us closer to this end.  

This chapter will examine how the literature on brain research supports the 

concept that peaceful and respectful school cultures support higher order thinking, 

memory, and acquisition of academic skills, thus increasing student achievement.  It will 

also look at strategies for teaching that support what research tells us about brain-based 

learning.  Chapter 3 then will examine how the principal as the school leader sets the 

cultural tone for a school and plays a key role in the creation of a school community that 

supports what we know about brain-based learning.   

Understanding How the Brain Works 

Before looking at an optimal learning environment for the brain and the 

implications of brain-based learning to classroom practice, it makes sense to understand 

how the brain is structured and how it is wired to learn. 
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Upon examining the research work of Caine and Caine (1991), Erlauer (2003), 

and Jensen (1998) it is discovered that the brain consists of several parts.  The reptilian 

brain or brain stem is connected to the spinal cord at the base of the brain.  This part of 

our brain controls the involuntary and essential functions of our body such as heart rate, 

blood pressure, and breathing.  The brain stem receives messages through the spinal cord, 

filters these messages, and then sends important messages to other parts of the brain and 

body.   

The cerebellum is located behind the brain stem and controls basic muscle 

movements and motor skills, allowing us to automatically perform functions such as 

walking or eating.   

The human forebrain contains the thalamus, amygdala, and the neocortex.  The 

thalamus regulates sleep, hunger, sex drive, and the flight or fight response.  The 

amygdala works with the thalamus to determine which situations should be sent to the 

thinking portion of the brain for processing.   

The cortex which is located in the upper area of the brain is the part of the brain 

that is the most highly evolved.  It is this part of our brain that sets us apart from the 

animal kingdom.  It is our cortex that permits us to engage in higher-order thinking, 

problem solving, language, and planning and pattern recognition.  In contrast to the lower 

portions of the brain, this upper portion functions, in part at least, as conscious thought.  

For example, when we are reading a book or solving a mathematical problem we are 

using our cortex and are therefore aware of the task at hand and can engage in 

metacognitive thought.  
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The brain itself is composed of billions of brain cells called neurons.  The neurons 

are connected to each other through connectors or dendrites and it is when these dendrites 

link with each other through electrical synapses that learning happens.  A baby is born 

with trillions of brain cells, many more than the average adult, but only those brain cells 

that form connections to other brain cells survive.  These electrical connections are built 

through sensory stimulation: sight, smell, hearing, taste, and touch.  This multisensory 

stimulation allows the brain to create connections that will organize information, seek 

patterns, and make meaning happen.   

This research has many implications to teaching.  For example, if the brain takes 

in information from a variety of sensory pathways then it makes sense for teaching to be 

multisensory.  The teacher who uses primarily a lecture approach will not reach nearly as 

many students as the teacher who provides hands-on learning activities and visual aids 

when presenting curriculum concepts. Wolfe (2006) speaks to the importance of using a 

multi-sensory approach to learning by stating that “Because memories are reconstructed, 

the more ways students have the information represented in the brain through seeing, 

hearing, being involved, etc., the more pathways they have for reconstructing and the 

richer the memory” (p. 13). 

In addition, within any group of people and within any classroom you will find a 

group of very different brains, all with unique dendrite connections created through a 

wide range of diverse experiences and memories.  The implications for teachers, given 

this information, would be to teach using a range of teaching strategies and resources 

based on children’s individual learning preferences, interests, and strengths. 
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Jensen (1998) indicates that research suggests heredity provides between 30% and 

60% of the brain’s ability to make connections and to learn and that environmental 

factors contribute to 40% to 60%.  This information supports the concept that teachers 

and administrators can build school communities that can make a positive difference in 

the advancement of student learning using what research tells us about of brain-based 

teaching and learning.  

Emotional Connection to Learning 

 “We do not simply learn things.  What we learn is influenced and organized by 

emotions and mind sets… emotions and cognition cannot be separated” (Erlauer, 2003, p. 

82).  In the past, teachers often did not see the connection between what a student was 

feeling and what they were thinking, but in fact the two go hand-in-hand in developing 

student understanding of complex curriculum concepts.  Brain research clearly illustrates 

that learning and thinking are not purely cognitive activities and that they are 

unmistakably connected to the brain’s emotional response (Jensen, 2008).  Learning that 

becomes part of long-term memory almost always has an emotional element.  

If we examine the impact of emotions and learning we can observe how this 

reality can both assist and obstruct the learning process: 

The close tie between emotions and memory can be a double-edged sword for 

educators.  As we’ve learned, permanent learning almost always has an emotional 

component.  Teachers can use this knowledge productively by fostering positive 

emotions in their students while learning, thus strengthening the opportunity for 

remembering the academic concepts.  Conversely, teachers who cause or allow 

stressful, threatening, or fearful occurrences in the classroom are building 
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memories of those negative issues rather than important academic concepts.  

(Erlauer, 2003, p. 13) 

Our emotions can both prevent us from learning or improve our learning 

depending on whether the emotion is positive or negative.  Emotions accelerate our 

thinking by providing an immediate physical response to the circumstances.  Emotions 

provide us with the passion to persevere with an academic task even when it is difficult 

(Jensen, 2008).  If emotions are pleasing, students place the facts associated with the 

events in long-term memory storage in the brain.  If emotions are unpleasant the student 

will not learn the concepts being presented (Thompson & Wheeler, 2008). 

Wolfe (2001) supports the notion that positive emotions have the powerful ability 

to increase retention of academic material.  She suggests that many successful educators 

have known this intuitively and have always looked for ways to make classroom 

instruction more significant, enjoyable and emotional.   

Emotional Connection: Teaching Implications 

Because positive emotions enhance learning, teachers should endeavor to create 

interesting lessons that are pleasurable and significant.  Teachers who encourage students 

to reflect on their learning and who provide opportunities to celebrate learning in order to 

engage students’ emotions are more likely to provide opportunities for fruitful and long-

lasting learning (Jensen, 1998).  Classroom environments that are charged with positive 

emotion, that are happy places to be, create a climate for higher-order thinking and 

problem solving.  It is my opinion, then, that teachers who demonstrate they care for their 

students and who are empathetic towards their students’ failures and negative experiences 

are most likely to create a classroom climate that is charged with this positive emotion. 
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 Community circle activities where students are encouraged to express how they 

are feeling about a particular event or learning experience allow emotions to be 

recognized and dealt with in a healthy way.  Extra assistance, individualized 

programming, and the acceptance of mistakes as opportunities to learn are all ways that 

can create environments that are emotionally positive (Jensen, 2008; Marzano, 2003).  

Allowing students to engage in self-assessment activities such as keeping a 

portfolio of accomplishments provides students with an opportunity to celebrate their 

own personal growth and success and to appreciate the success and accomplishments of 

others (Marzano, 2003).  

Simple teaching strategies such as setting up a grocery store to learn how to make 

change or acting out a particular event in history or solving real-life problems can 

activate the emotional response for children much more effectively than completing a 

worksheet or copying a note from the board (Wolfe, 2001). 

Teaching students to be emotionally literate—being able to understand and label 

their own emotions and the emotions of others—allows students to discuss their emotions 

and respond appropriately to others (Gordon, 2005).  This kind of teaching requires an 

element of trust and mutual respect between the teacher and students and among students.  

Students respect and trust their teachers when they feel listened to, accepted, and seen as 

valuable members of the school community:  

Because it is impossible to isolate the cognitive from the affective domain, the 

emotional climate in the school and classroom must be monitored on a consistent 

basis, using effective communication strategies and allowing for student and 

teacher reflections and metacognitive processes.  In general, the entire 
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environment needs to be supportive and marked by mutual respect and acceptance 

both within and beyond the classroom.  (Caine & Caine, 1991, p. 82) 

A classroom environment which connects learning to positive emotions is one which 

gives each child the opportunity to fully realize his or her optimal potential. 

Effects of Stress and Threat on Learning 

When we feel stressed, our adrenal glands release a peptide called cortisol.  Our 

body responds with cortisol whether it faces physical, environmental, academic or 

emotional danger.  This triggers a string of physical reactions including 

depression of the immune system, tensing of the large muscles, blood-clotting, 

and increasing blood pressure.  It’s a perfect response to the unexpected presence 

of a saber-toothed tiger.  But in school, that kind of response leads to problems.  

Chronically high cortisol levels lead to the death of brain cells in the hippocampus 

which is critical to explicit memory formation.  (Jensen, 1998, p. 53) 

When under stress the human body undergoes several physiological changes.  As 

Jensen (1998) suggests, these bodily changes may have been of benefit long ago when 

our ancestors were faced with a flight or fight scenario but children stressed at having to 

read aloud in class or facing the humiliation of a bully who is repeatedly taunting them do 

not need stronger muscles or sharper vision.  In addition to having a negative effect on 

learning and memory acquisition, over time these physiological changes can cause actual 

health risks from headaches to depression to heart disease (Erlauer, 2003).  

The significant point is that our mental and emotional responses affect the way 

our body functions; the body and mind influence each other.  A considerable amount of 

research indicates that when under stress, the capacity of the brain for reasoning and 
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problem solving is reduced and the brain’s ability to form new memories is considerably 

repressed.  Perceptual psychologists call this narrowing of the perceptual field.  Hart 

(1983) calls this narrowing downshifting and this downshifting inhibits our ability to 

engage in open-ended thinking, problem solving, and higher-order thought.  The brain 

begins to rely on its reptilian brain or brain stem that is responsible for survival (Caine & 

Caine, 1991). 

Restak (2000) supports this view, explaining that recurrent periods of stress or the 

wrong kind of stress in the environment can harm the brain at any age.  He goes on to tell 

us that corticosteroids released into the bloodstream during stress can damage the 

hippocampus and thus interfere with the coding of new information into memory. 

Threat is defined as any situation that triggers a sense of vulnerability or 

helplessness.  Because this may vary from person to person depending on a particular set 

of circumstances, it is difficult for a teacher to determine what situations may put a child 

at risk.  One child may feel threatened at having to complete a math problem at the board 

while another may fear taking a gym class where students are expected to shoot baskets 

or volley a ball over a net.  Allowing students choices and opportunities to talk about 

their emotions in response to what we consider to be normal happenings in the classroom 

opens the doors to dialogue about what students perceive as threatening.    

Students today are forced to deal with many stressors in a changing world.  Many 

of these stressors such as divorce, decreasing parental attention, violence in the home, or 

lack of self-confidence do not originate in the school environment but others such as peer 

pressure, increased academic expectations, or bullying are directly related to school.  

Teachers can help students deal with stress by building self-confidence, listening to 
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students, and creating environments where students can feel safe while they are at school.  

When discussing developmentally appropriate practice in schools, Rushton and Larkin 

(2001) state that research supports that “children learn best in the context of a community 

where they are safe and valued, their physical needs are met, and they feel 

psychologically secure” (p. 28). 

School can be a stressful place for students for a variety of reasons and since brain 

research has clearly demonstrated that high levels of stress or perceived threat will inhibit 

learning, it makes good sense to do what we can to create school communities where 

students feel valued and protected.  Wolfe (2001) explains that in the classroom setting 

even a mild stressor can be threatening and can therefore lesson a child’s ability to 

perform academically.  Students who are laughed at, teased, or who fear being called 

upon when they do not know an answer can experience cognitive inhibiting stress.  

Effects of Stress and Threat: Teaching Implications 

Teachers who use threats, punishments, or humiliation to motivate students create 

a stressful environment that negatively affects students by inhibiting the learning process.  

In fact, “there is no evidence to suggest that the use of threats effectively meets long-term 

academic goals.  To the contrary, there is substantial evidence to suggest that negative 

types of stress prohibit learning” (Wilmes, Harrington, Kohler-Evans, & Sumpter, 2008, 

p. 660).   

Erlauer (2003) lists several specific teacher behaviours that promote a safe and 

happy environment.  These behaviours include acting respectfully toward students, 

learning students’ names, sharing personal anecdotes about oneself, using a sense of 

humour, remembering the important events in students’ lives, and modeling an 
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enjoyment for learning.  Jensen (1998) suggests that teachers must “reduce threats from 

other students in class by setting up clear expectations about classroom behaviour” (p. 

60).  Teachers need to create clear behaviour expectations in partnership with their 

students to encourage student buy-in to the rules.  Behaviour expectations need to be 

clearly articulated, posted in the classroom, and revisited often with students.  Teachers 

need to respond to behaviour infractions in a consistent way and with logical 

consequences for students bullying or harassment of each other.  An orderly environment 

with the right amount of challenge ultimately increases learning opportunities for 

students (Caine & Caine, 1991). 

Another key ingredient for student success is the teacher’s ability to establish 

rapport with his or her students.  According to Erlauer (2003) “a common factor shared 

by at-risk students who are not motivated to learn is the lack of a connection with an 

adult at school” (p. 36).  This emotional attachment to a significant adult goes a long way 

in creating a sense of belonging for students and that sense of belonging increases the 

child’s sense of safety and comfort.  Erlauer goes on to say that “when a student does 

have good rapport and feels connected with his or her teacher, the potential is there for 

enthusiasm toward learning” (p. 37).  Marzano (2003) tells us that “an effective 

relationship may be the keystone that allows the other aspects [of classroom 

management] to work well” (p. 91).  Teachers who are good at establishing positive 

relationships with their pupils have an easier time actually teaching because, as Marzano 

continues, “if a teacher has a good relationship with students, then students accept her 

rules, procedures, and disciplinary actions” (p. 91). 
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Objections to Brain-Based Learning 

Although understanding the brain holds a distinct attraction for educators, using 

the brain research argument to promote particular teaching and learning strategies is not 

without critics.  Willis (2007, February) argues that some of the research done in the field 

of neuroscience has been misinterpreted and ignores the complexity of cognitive 

processes.  Willis goes on to say that the implications of neuroimaging for education is 

still “largely suggestive and that researchers have not yet established a solid link between 

how the brain learns and how it metabolizes oxygen or glucose” (p. 70).  Moreover, as 

Willis notes, “Although valid neurological research offers exciting possibilities and must 

continue, we should not be fooled by policymakers or program developers who use the 

term brain-based learning in ways that many medical and teaching professionals 

consider irresponsible” (p. 72). 

Bruer (1997) warns that “currently, we do not know enough about brain 

development and neural function to link that understanding directly, in any meaningful, 

defensible way to instruction and educational practice” (p. 4).  Bruer goes on to warn 

educators to “remain skeptical about brain-based educational practice and policy” (p. 15).  

Bruer cautions that although “neuroscience has discovered a great deal [it is] not nearly 

enough to guide educational practice” (p. 15). 

Although both Willis and Bruer suggest that we do not know enough about brain 

research to guide instructional practice, both support the notion that classrooms and 

schools “low in threat and high in challenge” (Bruer, 1999, p. 1) create optimal learning 

environments.  Willis (2007, March) states that “superior learning takes place when 
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classroom experiences are enjoyable and relevant to students’ lives, interests, and 

experiences” (p. 81).   

Summary 

 Much is known about how the human brain processes, remembers, and retrieves 

information and the optimal learning environment for this learning to take place.  

Although brain-based learning is not without its critics, we can logically predict that a 

peaceful, orderly school community that is charged with positive emotion allows for 

optimal learning opportunities for our students.  We also know that some research 

suggests that stress and threat work to cause the brain to downshift, which negatively 

affects memory acquisition, problem solving, and higher-order thinking.  This knowledge 

may be a catalyst to lead teachers and administrators to create positive learning 

environments, to establish respectful relationships, and to work to reduce threats and 

intimidation in our schools.   In doing so, I believe we will ultimately move schools 

towards building cultures of peace where optimal learning is the routine order of the day.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

CHAPTER THREE: THE ROLE OF THE PRINCIPAL 

I believe that the role of the principal is the overriding force in creating a school 

culture where children feel safe and secure to learn free from ridicule or negative 

influence.  This chapter will examine what research says about the influence of a 

principal to shape the culture and learning environment in their school.   

I do understand that schools are learning communities and that a school’s primary 

focus must be to assist students in achieving the provincial standards for reading, writing, 

and mathematics.  But I also agree with Barth (2007) when he tells us that “running a 

school is about putting first things first: leadership is determining what are the first 

things, and management is about putting them first” (p. 162).  To me those first things 

include creating a school culture that is as free from negative stress as humanly possible 

so that students can engage in the higher-order thinking and problem-solving skills 

necessary for high levels of achievement on provincial standardized assessments.  

Tschannen-Moran (2007) comments on the role of the principal in setting the tone 

for a school’s culture when she cites previous work by Whitener, Brodt, Korsgaard, and 

Werner (1998) that notes   

The principal sets the tone for a school.  The principal’s behaviour has a 

significant influence on the culture of the school.  If schools are to reap the 

rewards of a trusting work environment, it is the principal’s responsibility to build 

and sustain trusting relationships.  (as cited in Tschanner-Moran, p. 101)  

Although the Education Statutes and Regulations of Ontario, 2009 Edition 

indicate that “it is the duty of a principal of a school… to maintain order and discipline in 

the school” and “to give assiduous attention to the health and comfort of the pupils” 
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(Mackinnon & Milne, 2008, p. 224). the role of the principal is much more than 

maintaining order and discipline in the school and making certain that the school is 

comfortable.  It was not until recently with the emergence of Ontario’s Institute for 

Leadership Education’s (2008) leadership framework for principals and vice-principals 

that the role of the principal was expanded to include the concept that the principal 

“strives to foster genuine trusting relationships with students, staff, families and 

communities, guided by a sense of mutual respect” (p. 10).  Evans (2007) tells us that 

“transformation begins with trust.  Trust is the essential link between leader and led, vital 

to people’s job satisfaction and loyalty, vital to followership” (p. 135).  According to 

Tschannen-Moran (2007), “if anyone is responsible for lifting up a vision of the school as 

a trustworthy environment for all constituencies, it is the person charged with the 

responsibility for school leadership” (p. 102). 

Leading With Vision 

Senge (2007) explains the importance of vision when he says “if any one idea 

about leadership has inspired organizations for thousands of years, it’s the capacity to 

hold a shared picture of the future we seek to create” (p. 8).  My vision is one of a happy, 

relaxed, peaceful school environment where students are challenged to think deeply and 

critically about our world and the events that happen in that world.  My vision is for 

students to think as citizens of a global community and I understand that when the 

environment is riddled with stress, fear, and anxiety, students cannot perform at these 

higher levels of thought.  For as Senge tells us, “real learning gets to the heart of what it 

means to be human” (p. 13). 

Kouzes and Posner (2007) tell us that,  
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Leaders have a desire to make something happen, to change the way things are, to 

create something that no one else has ever created before.  In some ways, leaders 

live their lives backward.  They see pictures in their mind’s eye of what the results 

will look like even before they’ve started their project, much as an architect draws 

a blueprint or an engineer builds a model.  (p. 65) 

When school administrators understand that brain-based research encourages the 

establishment of a school environment that is low in threat and high in challenge and that 

one cannot negate the connection between a positive emotional climate and learning, then 

that mandate must be part of the administrator’s vision for their school.   

Goleman (2006) explains how school administrators are pivotal in creating a 

positive climate in their schools: 

Sociologists know that in any group emotions ripple outward, with the strongest 

concentration of emotion coming from the most powerful person in the room.  In 

the classroom, this is generally the teacher, in a staff meeting it’s the principal.  

Best practices for learning include having teachers, school staff, and leaders all 

contribute to a positive school environment typified by trust and caring 

relationships.  (p. 78) 

Goleman goes on to tell us that it is the principal who has the power to set the emotional 

climate for the school by their interactions with all stakeholders. 

Whitaker (2003) supports Goleman’s view that it is the leader of the school who 

sets the tone when he says, “the principal who sets a positive tone can influence the 

interactions of everyone in the school” (p. 25).  One of the ways Whitaker suggests that 

principals create this positive emotional climate is to “take a positive approach each day” 
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(p. 23).  A negative attitude is as catchy as a positive attitude but by respecting everyone, 

modeling true caring for others, praising often, and filtering out unnecessary negative 

information, principals can create a positive emotional climate in their schools (Whitaker, 

2003).  

Rooney (2003) reflects on this same concept when she says that “every principal 

has the power to weave an environment in which people care for one another— and 

thereby to foster excellent teaching and learning” (p. 76).  Caring is the foundation for 

creating a positive emotional climate and, as was illustrated in chapter 2; positive 

emotions enhance learning and promote acquisition of memory and higher-order thought.  

Addressing Student Safety 

In addition to contributing to the positive emotional climate in their school and 

building a shared vision that is “guided by a sense of mutual respect” (The Ontario 

Institute for Leadership, 2008,  p. 10), principals can do much to enhance student safety 

by facilitating an orderly school environment.  Just as a chaotic classroom environment 

creates stress and roadblocks to learning, so too does a chaotic school environment.  

School procedures and routines need to be clearly established and articulated to all 

stakeholders to reduce the stress of students not knowing behavioural norms.  Erlauer 

(2003) supports this premise saying that “clear academic and behavioural expectations 

for students are a part of a safe environment both in the classroom and in the entire 

school.  Knowing what to expect minimizes the threat and stress of the unknown” (p. 28).  

Because “a safe, fun, nurturing environment is the best place for the human brain 

to develop and learn” (Erlauer, 2003, p. 39), bullying and aggressive behaviour are issues 

of concern for all schools.  Principals can do much to establish the norms for behaviour 
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that reduce the incidents of bullying and aggression.  Ryan and Cappadocia (2008) point 

to the principal’s responsibility for setting clear school policies around bullying issues 

such as cyberbullying.  They also go on to impress upon school administrators their 

responsibility to raise awareness among staff, students, and parents about all forms of 

bullying and to encourage students to report bullying and teachers to act appropriately 

when a bullying incident is reported.  Following through on reports of bullying 

establishes an atmosphere of trust between the bullied students and the adults in the 

building acting on their behalf.  When bullying is reported and the reports are acted upon 

consistently, it is less likely that the bullying will continue. 

Ryan and Cappadocia (2008) strongly urge that schools establish a climate of 

mutual respect, saying that “The most important thing that schools and families can do to 

prevent all forms of bullying is to teach their children about mutual respect” (p. 38).  

Bullying is characterized as an imbalance of power among the individuals involved but 

when respect exists between individuals and groups, it is less likely that this imbalance of 

power will continue.  A principal sets the tone by modeling respectful behaviour to staff, 

students, and parents. 

Ryan and Cappadocia (2008) end by saying that “principals certainly have the 

authority and responsibility to set clear school policies regarding bulling and to create 

positive, safe learning environments where bullying is less likely to take place (p. 40).   

Discovering the Existing Culture 

I had been a principal for 6 years within a large southern Ontario school board 

before accepting a change of assignment within that same board, at a medium sized rural 
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school.  I started receiving letters weeks before I was due to arrive at the school from 

parents who were concerned about a number of issues.  

 I attended a school council meeting 3 weeks before I was set to begin as principal.  

I found the meeting to be cold and business-like.  Most individuals were silent but those 

who spoke used angry tones and the topics discussed were controversial in nature.  My 

predecessor was noticeably nervous when she spoke, trying to answer the pointed 

questions being asked of her.  

In the first few weeks of beginning at my new school, I interviewed the staff 

about the school’s culture and procedures.  Many said that they were not sure what the 

rules were for student behaviour and some openly admitted that they ignored problems 

like bullying on the playground because the problems were too many in number and they 

had been expected in the past to deal with problems themselves without support.  Teacher 

N.B. expressed her frustrations in the following way: 

When we see some body contact we sometimes just turn away and ignore it 

because if we brought those students into the office we were expected to leave our 

own class and deal with the problem ourselves.  We were expected to call the 

parents even if the children were not from our own classes and we wasted our 

teaching time.  Sometimes parents would say, “Who are you?” or “Why are you 

calling, you’re not the principal or my child’s teacher?” (Personal communication, 

September 24, 2003) 

When commenting on the culture of the school 6 years ago, intermediate teacher J.C. said,  

The teachers at our school had low morale.  Many did not believe in themselves, 

and some were just plain negative.  A certain group of parents seemed to always 
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be “against” the school in general.  The students were quick to pick up on this, 

and it showed in their behavior.  (Personal communication, June 5, 2009) 

Teacher J.W., said,  

The principal and the community had poor communication.  The principal and 

many staff had negative feelings toward each other.  The students showed a lack 

of respect towards staff and there were arguments and fights on the playground.  

It felt like a “walking on eggshells” atmosphere.  (Personal communication, June 

5, 2009) 

Changing a Culture 

It was clear that the existing culture lacked empathy and respect but I wondered 

where I should begin.  According to Barth (2007), “to change the culture requires that we 

bring in more desirable qualities to replace the existing unhealthy elements of the 

culture” (p. 162) but I felt like the job was huge, swallowing me up like an immense dark 

cloud.  Barth encourages leaders to be daring and brave, saying “to change a school’s 

culture requires the courage and skill not to remain victimized by the toxic elements of 

the school’s culture but rather to address them” (p. 162).  I knew that there were toxic 

elements in this school culture.  I could feel them.  My days were spent trying to solve 

endless problems of children fighting with each other and being disrespectful in class, 

and listening to parents as they expressed their anger and frustration at their children 

being bullied or harassed.   

It was clear that I had work to do and that work would require a measure of 

persistence and tenacity beyond any I had yet exerted in my professional career.  Gardner 

(2007) tells us that “leadership requires major expenditures of effort and energy—more 
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than most people care to make” (p. 19) but I was determined to put the effort and energy 

into my new school and to prove to everyone, including myself, that I could bring this 

school closer to an environment where all children could learn and thrive to their full 

capacity. 

Starting With Trust 

Saphier and King (1985) talk about the norms that create a healthy culture in a 

school and among the dozen healthy cultural norms they list trust and confidence, as the 

top two areas that dramatically affect the capacity of a school to improve.  I thought trust 

might be a starting point but trust can only be built over time by doing what you say you 

will do and by always telling the truth.  It sounds simple but sometimes it is not.  

Sometimes teachers do things that oppose an atmosphere of respect, like using sarcasm or 

ridicule in the classroom.  From my own experience I know that  principals may have to 

intervene truthfully and take a stand for what they know is right and when this happens 

teachers may become bitter or resentful.  

According to Barth (2007) “the school culture is the complex pattern of norms, 

attitudes, beliefs, behaviours, values, ceremonies, traditions, and myths that are deeply 

ingrained in the very core of the organization” (p. 160), so if that is true then the way 

students are disciplined or reprimanded, the way problems are handled, and in fact the 

way everyone conducts themselves in a school is part of this complex pattern.  If students 

bully each other and fight and if teachers routinely ignore this behaviour or use 

inappropriate methods of correcting this behaviour, the pattern becomes part of the 

school culture and may result in something quite difficult to change.  But as Evans (2007) 

tells us, 
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Transformations begins with trust, Trust is the essential link between leader and 

led, vital to people’s job satisfaction and loyalty, vital to followership.  It is 

doubly important…to organizations like schools that offer few extrinsic 

motivators (money, status, power).  And it is as fragile as it is precious.  (p. 135) 

 I am not blind to the fact that school reflects the realities of the world.  And often 

those realities do not reflect a culture of peace.  If a school culture is not conducive to 

academic growth and higher order thought we must change the prevailing culture and in 

doing so we must change how we do things with our children if we want to make a 

difference “working ‘in the light,’ not ignoring or negating the problems of the world but 

somehow shifting focus so we align ourselves with the hopes of all of us who know that 

peace is possible” (Goodman, 2002, p. 190). 

Small Steps Towards Change 

The first thing we did as a staff was to create a process for dealing with bullying 

and body contact.  This included a problem-solving process that helped students to think 

about their actions and then to think about different, more acceptable ways to solve social 

problems (see Appendix A).  It also included a planning template that gave students the 

opportunity to think about why they might want to change a behaviour and then to write 

down their goals for improvement in a step-by-step fashion (see Appendix B).  Lastly we 

created a test of school procedures that explained clear expectations for how we did 

business at our school (see Appendix C).  This eliminated the stress of students not 

knowing what was expected.  It is my experience that most students, if they understand 

what the procedures are, will follow them.  
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In order to create a consistent language for behaviour expectations, all of the staff 

agreed to participate in Tribes training (see Gibbs, 2001; Tribes Learning Community, 

2007).  Tribes is a process for building community in a school, based on four agreements 

of mutual respect, attentive listening, the right to pass, and appreciation.  The significance 

of the Tribes process is that the agreements are for everyone in the building, adults and 

children alike, thus creating a common language of expectations for the way in which we 

all agree to behave. 

Discovering Roots of Empathy 

Although many things were implemented over the 6 years of my principalship, I 

feel that the one that has had the deepest impact was implementing the Roots of Empathy 

program at the school (see Gordon, 2005; Roots of Empathy, 2006).  I had heard about 

the Roots of Empathy program at my previous school when I was invited to an 

information session by one of our Superintendents, Dr. Jackie Delong.  I remember 

attending the session and watching in awe as the presenter showed us a video clip of a 

Roots of Empathy lesson is action.  I knew that this was the program to make a difference 

in my school.   

Roots of Empathy is an award-winning program that has shown dramatic effects 

in reducing levels of aggression among children by increasing empathy and social 

competence.  The program is designed to reach elementary schoolchildren from 

kindergarten to grade 8.  The foundation of the program is a neighbourhood infant and 

parent who visit the classroom every 3 weeks over the school year.  A trained ROE 

Instructor teaches the students to observe the baby’s development and to identify the 

baby’s feelings.  The baby becomes the “Teacher” helping children to identify and reflect 
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on their own feelings and the feelings of others.  When children are more skilled in 

understanding their own feelings and the feelings of others (empathy), there is less 

bullying and aggression and more kindness and compassion both in the classroom and on 

the playground (Roots of Empathy, 2006). 

According to Sergiovanni (2007) “the more the school cares about students, the 

more students care about matters of schooling” (p. 90) and Roots of Empathy allows 

educators to create an atmosphere of caring for all learners in the school.  

 I think that Dean (2001) says it best when she says that “promotion to a 

principal’s position is more than recognition of your abilities and experience; it represents 

an opportunity to shape a school by touching the hearts and minds of children, in a 

manner no other profession can offer” (p. 3).  A principal who understands that the 

human brain cannot accomplish what it is fully meant to accomplish when faced with 

stress and anxiety is better equipped to create a school culture that facilitates optimal 

learning.  A principal who strives to create a school environment that is permeated with 

respect, acceptance of differences, and a desire to understand the uniqueness which we all 

bring to the world may be closer still to creating an environment which will assist 

students in taking their learning from their heads to their hearts.  Most importantly, a 

principal who understands the pivotal role which a leader plays in creating such a culture 

is in the best position to make this vision a reality.  

I can think of no better way to do this than by working with my students and 

teachers with Roots of Empathy to create the vision which Barth (2007) advocates when 

he says,  



43 

 

The vision is first, that the school will be a community, a place full of adults and 

youngsters who care about, look after, and root for one another, and who work 

together for the good of the whole, in times of need as well as times of 

celebration.  Every member of a community holds some responsibility for the 

welfare of every other and for the welfare of the community as a whole.  (p. 163) 

That, in my estimation, would indeed be a school worthy of caring for the future of 

humanity—our children.

 

 

 

 

 



 

CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH METHODS AND METHODOLOGY—ACTION 

RESEARCH LIVING EDUCATIONAL THEORY 

When I decided to write my project on my journey to endeavor to change the 

culture of my school, I started to research the variety of methods that were available and 

the one method that resonated with me was Living Theory Action Research.  This was 

true for several reasons.  Living theory methodology begins with the question, “How do I 

improve what I am doing?” (Whitehead, 2008b, p. 103) and most certainly this question 

was one which I have sought to answer throughout my teaching career.   

The question that I am asking in this circumstance is: “How can I change the 

culture of a school?”  Although I am perpetually cognizant throughout my work that in an 

organization as complex as a school, there are many factors which influence culture, it 

was a necessary question to pose nonetheless.  Although much data could be collected 

from a myriad of sources, I have chosen to focus on my work by looking at the 

effectiveness of the Roots of Empathy program because, in my opinion, that work allows 

for the greatest input from the most varied collection of voices.  

Living theory “includes flows of life affirming energy with values that carry hope 

for the future of humanity” (Whitehead, 2008b, p. 103) and so throughout this study I 

have attempted to articulate the values I hold as an educator, the experiences that have led 

me to hold those values, and the vision that is reflected in those values.  The life-

affirming energy is evident from the stories of the classroom, from the innocent and 

honest words of the children, and on the faces of those I have included in the photos.   

Living theory also “emphasizes the importance of the uniqueness of each 

individual’s living educational theory” (Whitehead, 2008b p. 103) in their quest to 
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improve what they are doing.  Like all human beings, my life work is uniquely my own.  

I have attempted to tell my story of teaching from the beginning in the hopes that I can 

shed some light on how my personal journey has shaped who I am as a teacher, an 

administrator and as a person. 

Whitehead (2008a) talks about the  

distinguishing qualities of a living theory methodology that include “I” as a living 

contradiction, the use of action reflection cycles, the use of procedures of personal 

and social validation and the inclusion of a life-affirming energy with values as 

explanatory principles of educational influence.  (p. 9)   

Each of us in our efforts to live out our values as educators become a living 

contradiction when we do things that oppose our values.  For me this contradiction came 

out of the necessity of working in only three classrooms this past school year as a Roots 

of Empathy instructor.  Even though I value equity, time constraints did not permit me to 

work with more teachers.  To some it was perceived that I had favourites among the staff.  

I had to balance this with other relationship-building actions such as recognizing staff 

birthdays, acknowledging and publicly appreciating teachers’ contributions to the 

positive school environment and life of the school, and recognizing teachers’ efforts to 

improve student learning.   

 The procedural and social validation of my project was accomplished through 

seeking a wide range of voices to contribute to my data.  As I wrote about each person 

and recounted their words for my data analysis, I sent them a copy of what I had written.  

It was not until each of my participants accepted my work as a valid account that I 

finalized my description of the events. 
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According to Whitehead (2008b),  

Educational research is distinguished as the creation and legitimation of valid 

forms of educational theory and knowledge that can explain the educational 

influences of individuals in their own learning, in the learning of others and in the 

learning of the social formations in which we live and work.  (p. 105) 

Most certainly my work as an administrator has created for me an extensive body 

of knowledge as I strive to teach others, while learning myself, within the social 

configuration of a school.  As I have continued my journey as an educator, I have grown 

with each new experience and attempted to pass this learning on to others through 

example and action. 

My research lies in the qualitative domain because “it relies on the views of 

participants; asks broad, general questions; collects data consisting of words and images 

from participants; describes and analyzes these words and images for themes; and 

conducts the inquiry in a subjective, biased manner” (Creswell, 2008, p. 46).  But in 

keeping with the spirit of “methodological inventiveness” (Dadds & Hart, 2001, p. 4), I 

have chosen my own path which includes other data collected by me and my 

administration partners over the past 6 years, which includes some quantitative data in the 

form of behaviour charts which have tracked behaviour incidents of various kinds (see 

Appendixes D, E, & F).  

In addition, I would say that my methodology is in part reflexive inquiry because 

problems I have seen important to solve and the way I have chosen to solve them is 

rooted in who I am as a educator and ultimately as a person.  Reflexive inquiry invites us 

to ask, “Who am I as a teacher?  How did I become the teacher I am today? .... What are 
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my foundational understandings about schools and classrooms (the places where teachers 

teach and students learn)?”(Cole & Knowles, 2000, p. 23).  The foundational 

understandings I have are rooted in my past life experiences, both in the classrooms and 

in the communities where I have lived and worked.  They have also been formed by my 

life outside of school, as a working mother, wife, and caregiver.  These foundational 

understandings have shaped my values as an educator and an administrator and it is these 

values that govern each decision I make every day in my school and at home.  

Who we are as teachers is a reflection of who we are as individuals and who we 

are as individuals is to some extent a compilation of our genetics and, to a larger extent, 

our life experiences.  Ayers (2001) tells us that “Of all the knowledge teachers need to 

draw on, self-knowledge is most important (and least attended to)” (p. 124).  

So because of who I am and the life experiences I have encountered, I am 

concerned with creating and working in a positive school culture.  I know that there will 

be bumps in the road during the day-to-day happenings in a school but I also know that 

when the foundation of peace is strong, you can somehow fly over the bumps and learn 

from them and move on quickly.  When there are trusting and respectful relationships, the 

bumps in the road do not have to be of catastrophic significance.  

The fact that action research is grounded in the narrative approach is the very 

reason which gives the methodology its limitations.  Because living theory is dealing with 

people and because no two individuals, experiences, or contexts are alike, the process 

cannot be duplicated: “They are grounded in the relational dynamics of everyday life and 

explain the receptively responsive educational influences of individuals in their own 

lives.  They are unique” (Whitehead, 2008a, p. 14). 
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Living educational theory is subjective rather than objective in nature and is 

dependent on many variables which cannot be controlled.  Individuals with a desire to 

improve their practice come to this end based on a personal set of values which they hold 

as a response to their unique life experiences.  As Whitehead (2008a) puts it, “each 

individual’s explanation of their educational influences in learning is unique this has 

implications for the analyses of the research data” (p. 14). 

The participants too, who come to contribute to the researcher’s data, are 

distinctive in the values they hold and their unique ways of making sense of the world.  

Living educational theory has a  

Richness with inherent strength and rigour that mitigates against simple 

generalizability.  Although other researchers may not replicate the study, they 

may certainly learn from the processes.  Individual practitioner–researchers must 

describe and explain their own individual living theory to show the meanings of 

the embodied values that they use to explain their educational influences in their 

own learning and in the learning of others.  (J. Delong, personal communication, 

July 19, 2009)  

Research Site 

This research was done in three classrooms of my most recent school which is a 

medium-sized rural school located in a village in southern Ontario.  About half of the 

children live in the village while the rest live on farms in the surrounding countryside.  

The families are reasonably affluent and most of the children come to school with a 

lunch, nice clothes, and warm coats on cold winter days.  Teacher and parent interviews 

were held in my office or electronically through email. 
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Participants 

The children involved in this particular study are from three classes of students: one 

grade 3 and two grade 7 classes.  The children in grade 3 were 7 or 8 years old when the 

project began in September, depending on the month of their birthdays.  The children from 

the grade 7 classes were 12 years old when we began in September but by the end of the 

school year many had turned 13.  There are 75 students in total who took part.   

The 3 classroom teachers who were assigned to the above classes were also 

included in the study and throughout this project I refer to them as my teaching partners.  

Three sets of Roots of Empathy volunteer parents were interviewed, as well as 3 parents 

whose children were involved in the study.  In addition I interviewed 5 teachers who have 

been teaching at the school for over 8 years, as well as 1 teacher and 1 caretaker who 

were new to the school this year.  I refer to these 6 teachers and the caretaker using their 

initials only.   

Ethical Considerations 

The project was given clearance from the Research Ethics Board at Brock 

University (see Appendix G), as well as internal clearance from my own school board 

(see Appendix H).  All participants who were included in the study have given their 

informed written consent.  A parent signature was required for children in order to allow 

me to use their photographs and comments from work samples ( see Appendix I).  Roots 

of Empathy volunteer parents have signed consent to use their words and pictures of them 

and their child (see Appendix J).  Teachers who were my teaching partners and teachers 

in the school also signed consent (see Appendixes K & L, respectively). 
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To ensure anonymity, the children’s names have been coded.  Parents’ names 

have been changed and the babies are simply identified as Baby E, Baby A, and Baby M.  

Teachers who were not my teaching partners are identified by initials only. 

Action Reflection Cycle 

To tell my “research story” (McNiff, 2000, p. 309), I will use the action reflection 

cycle explained by McNiff (2000) using the following questions as a guide to my 

research: (a) What is my concern? (b) Why am I concerned? (c) What are my experiences 

that show the reasons for my concern? (d) What can I do about it? (e) How can I evaluate 

the educational influence of my actions? (f) How do I demonstrate the validity of the 

account of my influence? And (g) How will I modify my actions in light of my 

evaluation?  The sections set forth below elucidate all of these questions. 

What Is My Concern? 

I am concerned with how I can, as a principal of a school, create a more peaceful 

and respectful environment for my students and my teachers.  I think that I have always 

known intuitively that, as Gordon (2006) says, “love grows brains” (p. 43) and, as I 

recounted in chapter 1, my early school experiences and my first years of teaching 

instilled in me the value of a peaceful and respectful environment.  Mustard and McCain 

(1999) support this belief when they tell us “that early experiences and stimulating 

positive interactions with adults and other children are far more important for brain 

development than previously realized” (p. 7).  

In my literature review in chapter 2, I outlined the research which formulates our 

understanding of how the brain works.  When the environment is stressful and anxiety 

driven, the brain downshifts preventing it from operating in the mode of higher-order 



51 

 

thought and problem solving.  Ultimately then, it would make sense that in an 

environment of less stress, students could focus on their learning and would be better able 

to attain higher levels of achievement.  

In chapter 3, I examined the role and influence of the principal in creating such a 

culture.  In summary it is the person in any organization who is charged with the 

responsibility for leading that organization who has the greatest influence on the culture. 

Why Am I Concerned? 

 My own personal analogy of a principal’s sojourn of leadership in a school is that 

it is like moving to another country, alone.  Perhaps you have lived in England, where 

everything is familiar, where you speak the language and know everyone by name.  In 

England you understand the customs and traditions and reasons for celebrations.  Your 

family is there, your friends are there, and everything is familiar.  But now your 

superintendent tells you that you must move to France, maybe you have even asked to 

move to France, but move you must.  You are told that France needs your particular 

leadership skills and that someone new will lead your family in England, so you pack up 

your belongings, trying to define what actually belongs to you and what must stay in 

England, and you are off to a new country. 

When you arrive in France you realize that they speak a different language from 

the language spoken in England.  They celebrate different things; they have different 

customs and traditions.  But the one thing you notice first, before anything in France 

becomes too familiar, is the way it feels to be in France; you can feel France’s culture.  If 

that culture feels negative, if the people of France are suffering and not able to achieve 
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their full potential, you will know that you must lead the journey to change France so that 

it will become a little more like England.   

But first you must learn the language of France and get to know the celebrations, 

traditions, and customs.  Above all you need to make new friends and adopt new family, 

for after all, you are now going to have to live in France.  Your journey towards change 

must be a careful and thoughtful journey, because you must remember that France has 

great wine and great art and that the Eiffel Tower is in France.  So even though France 

needs work there are always lots of wonderful things to appreciate in this new country, in 

any new country, in any new school. 

When principals enter a new building it is like they have moved to a new country.  

This gives them an advantage in that they can see things with a fresh eye.  Some things 

like culture shout in a silent voice, deaf to those who have become too familiar with its 

cries and so it is you, the leader, who must hear and respond to its pleas for help.  

Sometimes, like in my school, the people of this new country see the need for change just 

as you do but are unsure of how to make the needed adjustments.  And so it is you who 

must envision a way forward, thus beginning your living theory action research. 

What Are My Experiences That Show the Reasons for My Concern? 

Jensen (1998) says that “Excess stress and threat in the school environment may 

be the single greatest contributor to impaired academic learning” (p. 52) but when I 

arrived at my school 6 years ago the environment seemed riddled with stress.  Teaching 

colleague N.B. explains the atmosphere in the school at the time: 

I would say that the environment was black, very black.  I am going to be very 

frank.  Teachers like me walked around with their heads down hoping not to be 
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noticed.  We stayed in our classrooms we felt very isolated and unsupported.  We 

viewed parents as adversarial. It seemed to me that there was an atmosphere of 

divide and conquer and the team work environment was gone.  This led to an 

incredible amount of stress.  (Personal communication, June 11, 2008) 

My first day painted a vivid picture of what was in store for me in the days to 

come.  Two young gentlemen were sent to the office for rudeness in class.  When I spoke 

to them they snapped back with a tone I had only heard on television.  I was not used to 

such insolence and it took me by surprise.  It was apparent that changes had to be made.   

 I knew that not only would a shift in the cultural milieu take time but I would 

also need to begin with eliminating some of the negative influences that were evident in 

the present school culture.  Jensen (1998) supports this when he says, 

Start by removing threats from the learning environment. No matter how excited 

you are about adding positives to the environment first work to eliminate the 

negatives.  Those include embarrassment, finger pointing, unrealistic deadlines 

forcing kids to stay after school, humiliation, sarcasm, a lack of resources or 

simply being bullied.  (p. 30) 

Before Roots of Empathy or any positive program could have an effect, we had to 

replace some of the existing cultural norms such as writing lines or ignoring fights on the 

playground.  We started with the Tribes philosophy and writing plans (see Appendix B) 

for improvement to replace the monotonous and questionable strategy of writing lines 

and other illogical punishments.  We developed a problem-solving template to encourage 

students to think about their actions and how they might change their actions in the future 

(see Appendix A). 
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What Can I Do About It? 

Delong (2000) tells us that being an effective leader “involves creating, 

developing and sustaining positive relationships built on trust and respect” (p. 277) but 

she also clarifies that this type of relationship “is earned and requires time together” (p. 

277).  It was apparent to me that if I were going to change the school culture I had to do 

so in partnership with teachers.  It was also clear that things would not change 

overnight.  Nor could I change things from my office chair, behind a closed door 

sending emails and memos about peaceful cultures and shared leadership.  It is my 

opinion that cultural change happens when principals act within the context of living 

and working within the organization that they are charged to lead.  This is time 

consuming, hard work that can only be done onsite, not from meeting rooms or 

committee gatherings away from your school.  I knew that I had to be in classrooms, 

with teachers and students, leading the way. 

Roots of Empathy offered me the perfect opportunity to penetrate the secret 

world of classrooms.  Understanding that world is more than doing walkthroughs or 

evaluating teachers using the teacher performance appraisal process.  Roots of Empathy 

provided me with a medium for building and sustaining trusting relationships that can 

only be created when you share something deeply meaningful and life transforming 

with another human being.  I could become an equal with the teacher, sharing the joys 

of her classroom with her and teaching alongside of her.  I wondered if a program such 

as this could indeed change a school. 

Roots of Empathy is an award-winning program that has shown dramatic effect 

in reducing levels of aggression among children by increasing empathy and social 
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competence. The foundation of the program is a neighbourhood infant and parent who 

visit the classroom every 3 weeks over the school year.  A trained ROE Instructor 

teaches the students to observe the baby’s development and to identify the baby’s 

feelings. The baby becomes the “Teacher” helping children to identify and reflect on 

their own feelings and the feelings of others.  When children are more skilled in 

understanding their own feelings and the feelings of others (empathy) there is less 

bullying and aggression and more kindness and compassion both in the classroom and 

on the playground (Roots of Empathy, 2006).  The Roots of Empathy program became 

the foundation for my research because even though we implemented other programs 

throughout the school during my tenure, it is my belief that it was Roots of Empathy 

that, over time, helped me to establish trusting and respectful relationships with staff, 

students, and parents, thus contributing to a positive cultural shift. 

How Can I Evaluate the Educational Influence of My Actions? 

Over the course of the past 6 years I have kept a research journal because 

“Journal keeping is central to both the inquiry and development process” (Cole & 

Knowles, 2000, p. 56).  In my journal I have recorded important events during my 

teaching, observations, and comments made by students, teachers, and parents.  I have 

also kept notes on other evidence such as conversations and emails from teachers who 

have joined my staff after my arrival including staff members who arrived in the last 

couple of years.  My journal entries have provided me with data to support my claims 

to have influenced the cultural shift at my school.   

I have also done some extensive interviewing of teachers and parents because 
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“Understanding teaching requires an understanding not only of oneself as teacher but 

also of the relationship that define teaching life-relationships with students, colleagues, 

administrators and parents”(Cole & Knowles, 2000, p. 95).  These interviews have not 

only given me the baseline data to inform my starting point but they also have given me 

data on the impact of my influence and the success of my actions.   

Most importantly I have included the voices of the children in my school 

because “Educators and other researchers have much to learn from students… students 

can inform teachers in helpful and meaningful ways” (Cole & Knowles, 2000, p. 95).  

In addition, as Cole and Knowles observe, “Children are at the forefront of the place we 

call school.  Who better than they to tell us about the experience?” ( p. 96).    

The children’s voices have been captured during interviews and in my journal 

during or after lessons.  I interviewed the grade 3 students using video.  I then 

transcribed their responses for coding and analysis. I gave the students the questions 

in written format first so that they could have time to think about their answers and 

record any thoughts before I interviewed them.  I collected the responses from the 

grade 7 students in written format only as I knew they had better skills for writing 

their thoughts down and that they might feel more comfortable with writing their 

responses than they would being videotaped.   

During the interviews I asked the children the following questions: What have 

you learned from Roots of Empathy?  How can Roots of Empathy change the world?  

Could Roots of Empathy change a school?  I asked teachers the following questions: 

What did the school culture feel like to you before I arrived at this school 6 years 
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ago?  How has the culture changed in the past 6 years?  What in your opinion were the 

factors that contributed to this cultural shift?   

My Roots of Empathy teaching partners and parents who volunteered as Roots 

of Empathy families were asked if they felt that program made a difference in the 

classroom and in the school and to explain their reasons for their responses.  

 During the entire year I also took pictures, literally hundreds of pictures, in an 

effort to capture the essence of my work in images as well as words.  It is through these 

pictures that I hope to “communicate my experience of a flow of life-affirming energy 

that when combined with my values provides me with explanatory principle to explain 

why I do what I do” (Whitehead, 2008b, p. 114). 

How Do I Demonstrate the Validity of the Account of My Influence? 

As I think of this question, I am drawn back to my journal recount of an event 

that happened in Karen Walker’s grade 3 class.  The class and teacher sat speechless as 

Student A, a little autistic girl in grade 3, picked up a small picture book belonging to 

Baby A.  It was the kind of book that babies often have, with sturdy cardboard pages, 

each with a bright object and single word printed boldly at the bottom. Student A 

begins to read each word slowly as Baby A crawls over to lean into her lap to see the 

pictures.  “A is reading,” the children whisper in hushed voices as if afraid to break the 

magic spell.  After the lesson Karen Walker excitedly asks me on my way out the door, 

“Did you see?  A was reading, she has never read before!” (see Figure 6.)  
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Figure 6.  Student A reads for the first time. 
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As I read about this amazing event I am reminded that Gordon (2005) talks about 

this phenomenon in her book when she explains, 

The story I hear from every one of our classrooms is full of the magic the baby 

inevitably creates around him.  Despite the fact I am a mother and an educator 

who has worked with babies and young children throughout my career, I am 

constantly amazed at the power of the baby.  So often the baby seems to instantly 

recognize which child needs a smile or special attention.  (p. 53)   

I often spoke to the children about my work in this course and told them that they 

will become researchers with me over the year.  I have explained to them that I want to 

understand school culture and how to create a culture that is peaceful and respectful so 

that children can learn better.  I explained that sometimes if we feel stressed or anxious 

we cannot think clearly or as well as when we feel calm and safe.  The children agreed 

with me.   

I sent each child home with a permission form which I had obtained permission to 

use from the Brock Ethics Review Board (see Appendix I).  Every child brought back the 

permission form signed by their parent(s).  I was happy that parents were supporting our 

research.   

As I interview the children I find myself in awe of their insight, their honesty, and 

their innocent frankness.  The children tell me that if all children had Roots of Empathy 

in their classroom that the world would indeed change, but I will tell you more about that 

in chapter 6. 

As I analyze and code their responses I am reminded of how our influence in this 

world is like a stone thrown into a lake, rippling outward, ever growing in its 
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circumference.  For to be a teacher is a great honour and privilege but to be an 

administrator, who is charged with the awesome task of leading a school, with all the 

responsibilities attached to that role, is indeed breathtaking.  We must be ever conscious 

of the influence we have as educators and hold that influence as a precious gift.  

I have kept some of the work that the children have done for me over the years.  

They have talked about the kind of world they want for their baby and the kind of person 

they hope their baby will grow up to be.  I am always amazed at how deep their thinking 

is when they make their wishes for their baby.  The wishes are usually not for wealth or 

fancy toys but for loving relationships and a meaningful existence.  Is the program 

helping children to think beyond the materialism of today’s world to what holds real 

importance?  Are the children able to transfer their wishes for their baby to what they 

wish for themselves?  Will the program help children to value relationships and to cherish 

these as the foundation of what will fulfill them in their lives?  Perhaps in the cyclical 

domain of self-study these are future questions to ponder. 

I can tell you that my wish for these children is that they will see their 

relationships as the foundation for a meaningful and happy life.  I wish for them all the 

things that they wish for our baby: a loving family, a clean and unpolluted world, a 

fulfilling career, and many friends they can count on and laugh with.  But most of all I 

wish for them a school where everyone feels valued, respected, and safe, a school that I 

am on a journey to create. 

In the next chapters I will attempt to echo for you the voices of parents, including 

those who were my Roots of Empathy families and other parents from the school 

community.  You will hear the voices of the teachers who have been my Roots of 
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Empathy teaching partners, those who have experienced a cultural shift over the years, as 

well as those new to our school experiencing the culture as it is now.  Most importantly 

you will hear the voices of the children as they give their answers with honest frankness.  

How Will I Modify My Actions in Light of My Evaluation?   

 After 6 years I have been moved to yet another new school in a new community 

with a new staff to work with and new students to learn with.  France has become my 

home but now I am moving to Germany.  I will bring Roots of Empathy to my new home 

in Germany in the hopes that doing so will aid me in establishing trusting relationships 

there as well.    

Perhaps in some small way my words and images will give direction to other 

administrators and teachers who have moved alone to find their way in a new country 

with a new culture and language to learn.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

CHAPTER FIVE: THE ROOTS OF EMPATHY PROGRAM 

As I started the Master’s dimension program, I found myself talking to the 

students and professors about my school and the things we were doing there that were 

important to me; inevitably the conversation would roll around to Roots of Empathy.  

Many of those in my cohort had not heard of the program so I found myself trying to 

explain what the program was all about and how it changed the children and the 

teachers who participated.  This chapter is devoted to a description of the program 

and will explain the topics and the lessons as well as how I chose the classrooms to 

work in and the parents who would be part of the program.  

The Roots of Empathy program reaches out directly to three groups.  The first 

is a classroom full of students, the second is the teacher of that classroom, and the 

third is a family from the school’s community.  The program also reaches out 

indirectly to the other staff members and students in the school, to the parents of the 

students, and to the entire school community.     

The program requires a trained facilitator and in my school I am that 

facilitator.  I had experienced the program in my school for a few years when I was 

not the facilitator and since I wanted the program in more than one classroom, and 

because I wanted for myself the special relationships that I felt the program 

established, I spent a week in August, 6 years ago, taking the training.   

The foundation of the program is a baby and that baby’s mother or father or 

both.  As Gordon (2005), author of the Roots of Empathy program explains, “the 

relationship between the child and the parent is the most powerful teaching
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 relationship there is” (p. 17).  Gordon goes on to explain why the baby is the 

foundation of teaching the program: 

A baby is the place we universally start from.  In the classroom the baby is 

both endearing and non-threatening, inviting into the circle of communication 

the most reticent, belligerent, disengaged and angry children.  A baby and 

parent together form a powerful dyad that allows children to be present in the 

evolving drama starring the most influential, indelible and life-shaping 

relationship ever.  (p. 52) 

There are nine topics in the program, each designed to be covered during three 

lessons.  These nine topics are the same for every grade level but the specific lessons 

are geared to kindergarten, primary, junior, and intermediate grades.  

The first lesson for each topic is delivered to the children in their classroom 

and is intended to prepare the children for the family visit.  During family visits the 

facilitator calls the students’ attention to baby’s developmental milestones, 

temperament, and emotional responses.  The children ask the parent questions that 

relate to the lesson and the facilitator uses the family visit to bring teaching to life.  

The family visit is followed by a post lesson where concepts are reviewed and 

consolidated. 

Choosing the Teachers 

As the principal of a school it is important that in trying to create a caring and 

respectful culture, I do not use my positional power to entice colleagues to do 

something they do not want to do.  Over the course of the 6 years that I have been at 

my school, I have traditionally been the facilitator for one of the grade 3 classrooms.  
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My friend and colleague, Judy Queen, who is also a Roots of Empathy instructor, 

teaches the other grade 3 class.  This past year Karen Walker and Elaine Hamilton 

were the grade 3 teachers.  Elaine had the program in her classroom the year before 

and Karen had just returned from a maternity leave where she had been a Roots of 

Empathy parent with her daughter Olivia.  Both ladies were excited about 

participating in the program again and were expecting the program as part of what 

normally happened in grade 3 at our school.   

This year something else happened that was very exciting.  Another teacher at 

my school, Julie Drekic, who teaches grade 7, approached me and asked if I could 

teach the program in her classroom (see Figure 7).  I loved working with Julie.  She 

was fun and full of life and I enjoyed her visits to my office where she would 

entertain me with stories about her exciting program ideas and the success her pupils 

were having.  She had been a social worker before becoming a teacher and she 

understood the value of emotional literacy.  I wanted to work with Julie but I also 

knew that the program was a huge time commitment for me as I juggled emails, 

paperwork, teacher performance appraisals, and the myriad of other duties along with 

teaching.  I would have to teach 27 lessons in each of the classrooms that I was 

working in and I did not want to take the program away from the grade 3 students.  

The other thing was a question of equity.  I believed that if one grade-7 class 

had the program then the other should have it also, so if I was going to do the 

program with Julie I would need to add the other grade 7 class.  This meant that I 

would be teaching the program in three classrooms.   
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Figure 7.  Teacher Julie Drekic communicates with Baby M. 
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I approached Jessica King, the other grade 7 teacher, and asked her if she 

would allow me to teach Roots of Empathy to her grade 7 class as well as to Julie’s.  

Jessica was a new teacher in her second year of teaching.  She agreed to allow me into 

her classroom to teach the program.  If she was reluctant she certainly did not let on 

but I realize now what an enormous risk she took as a new teacher allowing the 

principal to be her teaching partner three times a month for the entire school year.  I 

can tell you that we had a great time together and I learned a lot from her.  Jessica is 

quiet and sensitive to the needs of her students (see Figure 8).  She has shown that she 

will go above and beyond to reach out to students with special needs, often spending 

her own lunch breaks shooting baskets with a student or helping students in her 

classroom.  I knew she would be a perfect role model for helping me to teach 

empathy. 

Finding the Families 

Finding the families was easy.  I had been watching to see who in my school 

community was due to have a baby.  Stan Books is a pastor in our community who 

had been volunteering at the school.  He told me that he and his wife were expecting a 

baby in June and I asked him if he wanted to be part of the Roots of Empathy 

program.  I lent him the information and gave him the website address.  Stan and 

Sarah came back to me a week later with a resounding “yes”!  Baby A was born on 

June 14, 2008.  Baby A, her dad, Stan, and her mom Sarah would visit Karen 

Walker’s grade 3 classroom every 3 weeks during the 2008–2009 school year (see 

Figure 9). 

 



67 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.  Teacher Jessica King shares some fun with the girls. 
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Figure 9.  Baby A makes new friends. 
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I noticed that June Brook was expecting a baby when she brought her son John to 

register for junior kindergarten.  June’s husband, Walter, was a doctor in our school 

community.  I approached June about the Roots of Empathy program and after she visited 

the website and viewed the Roots of Empathy video she too agreed to be part of the 

program.  Baby E was born on August 1, 2008.  She and her mother would visit Jessica 

King’s grade 7 classroom every 3 weeks over the course of the school year.   

Chas and Nora had also come to register their daughter, Samantha, in junior 

kindergarten when I noticed that Nora was expecting.  Baby M was born on July 30, 

2008.  Baby M, his mom, Nora, his dad, Chas, and his 2-year-old sister Lauren would 

visit Julie Drekic’s classroom every 3 weeks during the school year (see Figure 10). 

Our fourth baby was exciting because his mom was one of our school secretaries.  

Baby E was born on September 19, 2008.  The children had watched him grow from the 

date of his conception so we were all eager to see how he looked and it turns out that he 

looks exactly like his dad Derek! 

Baby E and his mom would visit Elaine Hamilton’s classroom for the year and 

although I did not instruct this class I kept in close contact with Baby E and his mom 

throughout the program. 
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Figure 10.  Baby M interacts with his dad Chas. 
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Teaching the Roots of Empathy Program 

During the first lesson in all the classrooms I introduced the concept of empathy 

as being able to understand and name our own emotions and the emotions of others.  I 

also explained that a baby would visit the class every 3 weeks during the school year.  I 

showed each class a picture of their baby and told the students their baby’s name and 

birth date.  We brainstormed a list of predictions that the students thought the baby might 

be able to do on its first visit.  In the grade 3 class I showed the students a baby doll and 

asked them if they thought the baby would be bigger, smaller, or the same size as the 

doll.  We made a bar graph of their predictions.   

Many of the children in grade 3 had no idea what a baby of 12 weeks would be 

able to do.  Some thought the baby would be able to crawl, sit up, and even walk.  Many 

thought the baby would be able to say some words or eat baby food.  Even the students in 

grade 7 really had little idea how dependent a 10-week-old baby would be.  In all of the 

classrooms the children told me that the baby would be able to cry and would know who 

its mother was.  We talked briefly about why babies cry.  The children had lots of ideas. 

Six Strands of Human Connection 

Gordon (2005) talks about the six strands of human connection and how they 

contribute to the development of empathy and human connection: 

Through observation of the physical, cognitive, social and emotional growth of an 

infant during her first year of life, Roots of Empathy weaves together the strands 

of human connection that are critical for understanding ourselves, one another and 

the society we live in.  But in the Roots of Empathy program understanding is 
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only the first step.  We work with children to take this understanding, open it out 

and build on it to imagine and create a better future.  (p. 59) 

These six strands are a fundamental foundation for the program as they play an 

important role in each of the themes.  The first strand is the concept of neuroscience.  In 

chapter 2, I talk about what research says about how nurturing and stimulation help the 

early brain to develop.  In the Roots of Empathy classroom children learn how the brain 

develops and why stimulation in the form of play, songs, and nursery rhymes help a baby 

to learn language and form relationships.   

The second strand is temperament.  With each family visit we discuss the 

temperament traits of our baby.  Children also examine how their own temperament traits 

influence their responses to the world.  Children learn that there is no right or wrong way 

to respond, just different ways to respond.  

The third strand is attachment.  During each family visit the children are 

encouraged to observe the relationship between the parent and the baby.  When the parent 

responds to the needs of the baby, a trusting relationship is established.  Being able to 

establish trusting relationships is primary to our own emotional stability. 

Emotional literacy is the fourth strand of human connection.  In each theme the 

Roots of Empathy program encourages children to express their emotions through art, 

written language, and story-telling.  Being able to understand, name, and respond 

appropriately to our own emotions and the emotions of others helps children to build 

healthy relationships and establish a stronger, more positive sense of self. 

The fifth strand is authentic communication.  During the Roots of Empathy 

lessons children explore a variety of ways to communicate verbally, nonverbally, and in 
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writing.  Children are invited to tell their personal stories as they relate to the topics being 

discussed.  Both the adults and the children in the room are encouraged to openly and 

honestly discuss their feelings.  Critical thinking, use of imagination, and deep 

meaningful reflection on topics that are intertwined with what it means to be human are 

common paths down which the lessons may wander.   

The last strand is that of social inclusion.  In the Roots of Empathy lessons we not 

only focus on each person’s uniqueness but we also focus on how our common 

experiences unite us as people.  As Gordon (2005) reflects, “we can see the differences 

for what they really are—a layering of richness into our lives, that gives us new ways of 

examining our relationships and our world” (p. 63). 

Program Themes 

The Roots of Empathy lessons are centred around nine broad based themes.  

These themes are the same for all the grade levels but each of the grade level lessons 

approaches the theme using age appropriate literature and concepts. 

Theme 1: Meeting the Baby 

There are several main points to this first theme.  The first is to help students 

understand that each of us is a unique individual.  We differ in the ways we interact with 

others, in the way we see the world, in the things we like and dislike.  It is also a time to 

help the children understand that although we all differ, we are all universally the same.  

We all have hopes and dreams, we all need to love and to be loved, and we all need 

others to fulfill our existence.   

During this theme we focus on temperament as a person’s basic disposition and that 

there is no right or wrong with these differences; they just make us all distinctive and 
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interesting.  In this theme we also discuss human development and how it develops along a 

continuum but that everyone has their own timetable for this continuum of development.   

During the family visit we check our predictions about the baby by asking the 

parent questions.  We weigh and measure the baby and record our findings on a graph 

which we will keep for the year.  In the grade 3 class the children were amazed at how 

helpless the baby was on this first visit.  Student C remarked, “Her mom has to help her 

and look after her,” while student P observed that, “if she cries her mom has to guess 

what is wrong.  She might be hungry or she might be scared.”  The students, especially 

the girls, were quick to observe things that they had in common with the baby, making 

comments such as, “I know she likes pink the same as me, we are both wearing pink 

today,” and “She likes this toy and so do I.” 

Theme 2: Crying 

When babies cry they are communicating; crying is a normal way for babies to tell 

us what they need.  A baby that cries is a baby with a problem and the crying provides us 

with an opportunity to be a problem solver in a very meaningful way.  The older students 

explore the stress involved with caring for a baby who might be up all night crying while 

building empathy for parents who must care for a helpless baby even when having had little 

sleep.  This theme stresses that even under trying circumstances, it is never OK to hit or 

shake a baby.  The students in grade 3 could relate to the baby crying.  Student B1 said, “I 

cried when my mom left for her trip and left me behind, I don’t know why I just feel sad 

and I cry.”  Student C said that he cried when he “was hurt during a recess game of soccer.”  

The children related that babies cry when they are hurt, hungry, sad, lonely, afraid, bored, 

or frustrated.  All the children agreed that they cried sometimes for the same reasons.   
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Theme 3: Caring and Planning for Baby 

This theme focuses on the work and responsibility of caring for a baby and the time, 

energy, and resources needed to meet the baby’s needs.  In the grade 3 class we focused on 

teething, as the visiting baby was cutting its first teeth.  The children learn that teething can 

be a distressing experience for a baby and they can relate the experience to their own 

experiences of losing teeth.  The older students learn about diapering a baby and the costs 

related to purchasing disposable diapers, cloth diapers or using a diaper service.  Either way, 

the students learn that raising a child can be as expensive and frustrating as it is rewarding.  

Theme 4: Emotions 

During the entire Roots of Empathy program we focus on feelings but  this theme is 

devoted to understanding the myriad of emotions that humans feel each day, that every one 

of us feels these same emotions, and that we all respond differently to situations depending 

on our own unique temperaments.  The children watch the baby’s responses to the entire 

goings on in the classroom and they also question the parent about times when the baby feels 

anxious, angry, sad, or joyful.  This conversation opens the door for an honest dialogue about 

emotions from everyone in the group.  The children, teacher, facilitator, and parent tell stories 

of emotional times in their lives.  The children are invited to write about their emotions and to 

draw pictures of times when they have felt deeply.  

This is an important theme because it is during this theme that we address 

bullying.  Student, facilitator, teacher, and the family discuss times in their lives when 

they have been bullied or when they have watched as others were bullied.  Students write 

and draw pictures about bullying and in all three classes the students created skits of 

bullying scenarios and then shared their skits with the ROE family (see Figure 11). 
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Figure 11.  A skit about bullying. 
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Theme 5: Sleep 

This theme offers an opportunity to focus on the importance of routines, 

temperament, and individual differences.  We talk about the fear associated with being 

left alone in a dark room to fall asleep.  The older children have an opportunity to 

develop empathy for the parent who often suffers from sleep deprivation during the first 

year of a baby’s life. 

Most importantly we talk about transitional objects, those tangible objects like a 

favourite blanket or stuffed toy, that give us comfort and help us fall back to sleep.  The 

children are invited to bring their transitional objects to school to share their importance 

with the baby, the baby’s parent, and the others in the class (see Figure 12).  

During this lesson I always tell the children about my own son, Eric, and how his 

transitional object was his “silky” that was once one of my white, silk nightgowns.  Until he 

was 16, Eric sucked his thumb and held his knotted silky whenever he was trying to sleep.  

When Eric was 16 we got a new puppy and she instinctively knew how valuable the silky 

was and she was always trying to get it.  After 16 years of use, however, the silky was quite 

small, just a knotted square of grayish fabric, and small enough for even a Shit-Tzu puppy to 

swallow up and then expel on the backyard lawn.  Poor silky was never the same and no 

matter how many washings it never had the same appeal.  Eric had lost his transitional object 

and even today at 26 years old, he says he still misses it.  The children all seem to love that 

story and after I tell it they are eager to share their own stories of transitional objects.  During 

the baby visit we are deluged with special blankets, teddies, and beanie babies, each with 

special significance and appeal to the child who has brought it in.  Again, we are all 

universally the same in our need for sleep, comfort, and routine. 
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Figure 12.  A game of “peek-a-boo” with Baby A using his special blanket. 
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Theme 6: Safety 

During the safety theme the children explore a baby’s new skills and what this 

means for the baby’s safety.  For example, when a baby is able to crawl or climb, new 

safety issues need to be considered.  The parent is asked what precautions they have 

taken to baby-proof their home, such as storing harmful items in a locked cupboard.  

Older students make maps of a room with safety hazards clearly marked along with 

accompanying advice for parents on how to make the room safe.  Children learn the 

importance of reading labels on household products and what these labels mean.  They 

also relate safety to their own lives, ways of keeping themselves safe, and the dangers of 

taking unnecessary or foolish risks.   

Theme 7: Communicating 

Most of the themes are introduced with a picture book read aloud to the class by 

the facilitator.  The children make predictions, are encouraged to ask questions. and make 

connections to their own lives, other texts, and to the world around them.  In this way the 

children are learning about language and communicating throughout the program while 

they are learning about themselves and their emotions.  In this theme the children observe 

and discuss how a baby, who may not know how to say any words at all, can 

communicate.  We learned that Baby E had a way of clenching her fists and blinking her 

eyes when she wanted her mother to pick her up.  We learned that Baby M was learning 

to use sign language when he wanted more.  Baby A entertained us with a wave of her 

fingers moving up and down.  All the babies communicated with expressions of smiles, 

furrowed brows, and peals of laughter.  We learned some basic sign language and Jessica 

taught her class how to sign their names and to sing the “hello song” in sign language.  
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We learned that communication is much more than the words we say and that our 

messages are also communicated in body language, tone of voice, and facial expressions.   

Theme 8: Who Am I? 

This theme focuses on the uniqueness of each individual child in the class.  It is a 

time for students to celebrate their own skills, culture, and talents.  Students are encouraged 

to write about their own dreams and to set goals for themselves for the future.  Each child 

writes a letter to the baby, to be read when the baby reaches their age, to tell the baby what 

they want the baby to remember about them and about what makes them special and 

unique.  The discussion also focuses around each person’s responsibility to make the world 

a safer and more peaceful place and how each person can make a difference by standing up 

for what is right and their responsibility to make the world better for others. 

Theme 9: Goodbye and Good Wishes 

This final theme is a lot of fun for the children and for the family.  I always invite 

the children to plan a birthday party for the baby complete with games, food, and gifts.  

Each of my classes prepares a scrapbook of pictures taken during the baby visits with 

each child creating one page.  The children include their letters in the scrapbook and 

write wishes for the baby on a star that adorns each child’s scrapbook page.  The children 

in Jessica’s class had the idea of making a quilt for Baby E.  Each child made a square 

and then Student L took all the squares home and sewed them together (see Figure 13).  I 

think that Baby E’s mom was overwhelmed with the good wishes, heartfelt letters, and 

beautiful scrapbook that the children made.  We played “pin the diaper” on the baby, 

baby scategories, and diaper races, all games that the children invented.  We presented 

the gifts before enjoying cake, chips, and drinks together.   
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Figure 13.  A quilt for Baby E. 
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On my last visit to each class I asked the children to complete a flashback (i.e., 

feedback) form which is provided to me by the Roots of Empathy program (see Appendix 

M).  These feedback forms ask children what they have learned in the program about 

their feelings, caring for a baby, and about bullying.  The last question asks the children 

to explain how Roots of Empathy can change the world.  I added one more question 

asking children to tell me how they thought Roots of Empathy could change a school.  I 

will report on in these data in the next chapter.

 

 

 

 



 

CHAPTER SIX: DATA AND DATA ANALYSIS 

 This chapter is a compilation and subsequent analysis of the data I have collected 

from student and teacher feedback questionnaires (see Appendixes M and N), my own 

research journal, emails, and recorded conversations and interviews with teachers and 

parents.  All of the student names have been coded to ensure anonymity.  Teachers, except 

those who were my Roots of Empathy teaching partners and parents are identified by 

initials.  All pictures and comments are used with the expressed informed consent of the 

participants.   

Finding a Baseline to Begin 

If you want to change something, to move forward, you need to know where you 

are starting from.  Understanding your starting point is an important first step because if 

you do not know where you are, you cannot know in which direction to head.  Deal and 

Peterson (2007) illustrate this very thought when they tell us that “School leaders must 

understand their school—its patterns, the purposes they serve, and how they came to be.  

Changing something that is not well understood is a surefire recipe for stress and ultimate 

failure” (p. 198).   

In trying to understand the culture of my last school I met with parents, teachers, 

and students.  I tried to understand what their concerns were, what held importance to 

them, and what they wished for.  Surprisingly enough, many of these early issues of 

concern were related to the condition of the physical plant, student discipline, and staff 

morale.  A journal entry, written shortly after my arrival, paints a picture of what the 

school was like: 
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This school seems chaotic at best.  Today I saw 8 parents, all with complaints.  I 

might as well move my office to the counter in front of the secretary because this

back office feels isolated to me.  So many people are angry here and they are 

expecting me to change things right away.  The last couple that came was angry 

that the school was in bad shape.  They are right. The kindergarten play yard is 

nothing better than a swamp!  The main section of the building is open concept with 

no walls.  Teachers have tried to build their own walls with book shelves and boxes.  

It looks like someone opened a window and unloaded a dump truck full of trash 

into the school.  The atmosphere is noisy and frenzied.  I am not sure how much 

learning can take place in this chaos.  (Journal entry, November 3, 2003) 

N.B., a grade 6 teacher, recalled the atmosphere of the school during the year 

school before I arrived as principal: 

There was a general overall lack of respect for anyone—lack of respect for and 

among students and adults.  I think staff tried to treat students with respect but it 

was really hard because there was not a lot of care or consideration among all 

those in the school.  I felt isolated as a teacher.  I felt like nothing was being done 

to help the kids.  (Personal communication, May 8, 2008) 

S.T., a grade 4 teacher, explained some of her concerns in an email to me at the 

end of this past school year:  

After almost every staff meeting (6 years ago) I came home in tears. This was 

because I had a general sense that I was not doing enough and that I absolutely 

had to do more.  I also felt that no matter how hard I worked, it would not be good 

enough.  There was a general feeling that we weren’t doing a very good job as 
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teachers.  We weren’t kept informed of changes/expectations from the board 

level. They were just sort of “sprung” on us.  One staff meeting stands out in 

particular.  I was invited to attend the meeting at the end of June.  It was such a 

stressful meeting that I remember where I was sitting and exactly what I was 

wearing!  The administrator and a staff member were arguing and yelling at each 

other.  I remember thinking that there was no way I wanted to come back in 

September and that things had gotten much worse.  (Personal communication, 

July 13, 2009) 

Teacher N.A. recounted that “six years ago the culture of the school was not a 

positive one. Several disgruntled parents; and some upset teachers made for a negative 

atmosphere” (Personal communication, June 15, 2009). 

 E.V., a parent who served on school council for several years explains the school 

atmosphere from her perspective: 

Honestly I did not feel welcome at the school.  It was apparent that the strategies 

that were being applied by the administration did not fit the developmental needs 

of the students or community.  The morale of the school was low, the atmosphere 

was negative.  The overall organization of the school was moving in a negative 

direction.  (Personal communication, July 16, 2009) 

When speaking about student behaviour, teacher S.T. goes on to say that the 

concerns were: 

Mostly body contact on the playground.  There was a feeling of “the kids ran the 

school.”  There was a lot of inconsistency for the kids because some staff 

members would try to follow through with the behaviours while others ignored it 



86 

 

completely.  The kids seemed to always try to get away with it and if called on 

their behaviour you would hear “but so-and-so lets us do it!” We had a couple of 

“bully” parents who everyone was afraid to challenge.  Their children got away 

with a lot.  (Personal communication, July 13, 2009) 

S.T.’s and others’ concerns are supported statistically as well.  In 2006–2007, 81 

of the 427 student population were involved in 159 incidents considered severe enough to 

be reported to the office; 112 of these were incidents of bullying or body contact (see 

Appendix D) and this was an improvement from the two previous years! 

Unhappy parents, discipline issues, and low staff morale are all issues that reflect 

the culture of a school.  This was my starting point.  

Fixing the Physical Plant 

That first summer, with the help of rural schools money from the Ministry of 

Education, we had walls put up in the main section of the school.  The kindergarten play 

area was dug up, weeping tiles were put down, then gravel and finally new sod.  Voila! 

No more swamp!   

The following 2 years, with the help of our board’s Community Partnership 

Incentive Program (where the Board matches dollars raised by the community for 

building upgrades), we were able to replace all the old classroom carpets, install lockers 

for the grade 8 students, fence the playground, and purchase new curtains.  On October 1, 

2007 we moved the classes previously housed in portables into our brand new five-room 

addition, complete with a 1,100 square foot multipurpose room.  Shortly after everyone 

was housed in the school we had a surveillance camera, lock, and buzzer system put on 

the front door so that when students were in the building all the doors would be locked.  
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You might wonder what improving the physical plant has to do with changing the 

culture of a school.  Deal and Peterson (2007) tell us that [a leader’s] “interests and 

actions send powerful messages.  They signal the values they hold” (p. 201). 

Perhaps fixing the physical plant was one of the easiest things to accomplish but I 

feel strongly that it communicated to teachers, students, and parents that they were valued 

as human beings.  I think that it told them that they were important enough to work in 

conditions that did not require them to compete with the noise from the teaching area 

next to them or to run in through the ice and snow to visit the washroom.  I think it told 

students that they were important enough to have their own space to keep their coat and 

books instead of sharing a crowded boot room with over 75 other students.  And it told 

them that their safety was important with a fence to keep them from running into traffic 

and a lock on the door to keep unwanted intruders at bay.  Improving the physical plant 

sent my message that the vision for our school was that of a caring culture and that 

message was one to begin the journey of creating a culture of peace.  

Can Roots of Empathy Change A School? 

I explained throughout the first few chapters that there were many things that we 

implemented during the past 6 years that resulted in what I think created a positive 

cultural shift, but I also explained that I would focus my research on gathering evidence 

on the Roots of Empathy program and how it has contributed to this change.  In doing so 

I interviewed students, staff, parents, as well as myself through reading my research 

journal where I regularly recorded thoughts and events.  

I also accessed the data we have been keeping on incidents of negative student 

behaviour during the past 6 years.  The original data include student names, grade levels, 
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homeroom teachers, and a description of each incident serious enough to denote a 

problem solving sheet. The data are coded to indicate whether the infraction was one of 

body contact/bullying (BC), inappropriate language (L), or lack of respect (RES).  For the 

purpose of this research, all names have been removed including homeroom teacher 

names.  To show repeat offenders, the charts are highlighted showing every other student 

in yellow. 

Student and teacher feedback questionnaires, journal entries, email 

correspondences, and interview notes were transcribed and coded for themes.  All 

students and teachers who participated in the program this year were given a feedback 

questionnaire that asked how they thought Roots of Empathy had changed the school and 

how it could change the world.  Due to their writing limitations, the grade 3 students were 

also interviewed using video.  The student feedback questionnaires and videotaping were 

done in the students’ classrooms during the regular day. 

Overarching Themes 

When analysing the data, several themes emerged. These themes were (a) 

bullying reduction, (b) emotional literacy: understanding our feelings, (c) changing a 

person’s perspective, (d) understanding parental responsibilities, (e) creating a caring and 

respectful environment, (f) improved student behaviour, (g) teacher influence on positive 

culture, and (h) building relationships. 

Bullying Reduction 

Bullying reduction was the most evident theme in all of the data.  The following 

responses are quotations from students taken from their words written on the feedback 

questionnaires:  
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• “Through ROE people learn to care for each other and learn how to have empathy 

for others, understand other’s feelings, respecting others and so reducing the 

bullying” (Student C, age 12,  feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 

• “Roots of Empathy brings a sense of love and caring into the school and 

therefore there is less bullying.  Everyone understands each other and 

friendships bond between everyone” (Student E, age 13, feedback questionnaire, 

June 11, 2009). 

• “Roots of Empathy shows people how to deal with their own feelings and to feel 

respect for other people and to respect how they are feeling.  If students learn 

that then there might not be as much bullying” (Student F, age 13, feedback 

questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 

• “You can feel how other people feel and will not want to hurt people so there will 

be less bullying” (Student G, age 8, feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 

• “Roots of Empathy helps you to understand bullying and taught us empathy—to 

be able to put yourself in someone else’s shoes is a great quality to have in my 

opinion” (Student H, age 13, feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 

• “It changes the way students look at each other because it makes people realize 

that others have feelings and bullying isn’t a way to express feelings” (Student I, 

feedback questionnaire, age 12, June 11, 2009). 

• “I have learned about respect and kindness and not to bully other people because 

everyone has feelings and it is not fair to hurt someone’s feelings because you 

want to” (Student J, age 13, feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 
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Evidence of learning about the unfairness of bullying was also evident throughout 

the lessons in the classroom.  During Julie Drekic’s unit on bullying, the students were 

invited to talk about times in their lives when they were bullied or had witnessed 

bullying.  Students volunteered their stories, some talking about themselves and others 

telling stories that their parents had told them of how they were bullied.  It was a very 

emotional session with some of the students wiping away tears.   

Nancy, our ROE mother, talked about her own high-school years and how one 

boy in particular always made fun of her and called her names.  Tears came to her eyes as 

she told her story and many of the students made comforting remarks.   

Chas, Nora’s husband and ROE dad, could not make it to that lesson but when 

Nora went home she told Chas about the experience; he sent me the following email 

message: 

Hi Ruth, Chas here.  Sorry I missed the class on Monday.  Nora filled me in on 

how things went and I must say I was extremely disappointed to have missed such 

an interesting class.  It sounded like there was LOTS of conversing from 

everyone.  Nora was actually in tears when she was telling me most of the stories.  

I don't know where you go from here with the course, or with bullying, but I can't 

wait to get to the next class!!!!  (Personal communication, December 16, 2008) 

Stan, our grade 3 ROE dad, talked about the program being “an opportunity for 

children to begin to understand compassion and respect for another human being” 

(Personal communication, June 1, 2009).  Sarah, his wife, explained that “the first few 

times one of the girls, B1, was very mean to another girl in the class who had Autism.  
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Now she is not so mean.  She sits beside her and I haven’t heard her shouting at her or 

saying mean things like she did at first” (Personal communication, June 1, 2009). 

The theme of bullying reduction was also evident in the statistical data collected 

and tracked over the past 3 years using the problem-solving sheets.  During the 2006–

2007 school year, 112 incidents of bully and/or body contact (hitting, pushing, punching, 

or kicking another student) were recorded in our data collection spreadsheets.  In 2007–

2008 the number of bullying and/or body contact incidents dropped to 84 and by 2008–

2009 the number of incidents recorded was 42.   

Not only were the number of incidents reduced but also reduced was the number 

of students involved in these incidents, as well as the number of times individual students 

were recorded to have been involved in a body contact or bullying occurrence.   

Emotional Literacy: Understanding Our Feelings 

Another emerging theme that was evident in the data was an increased ability of 

students to recognize that others have feelings as well as students’ own ability to express 

their own feelings:  

• “Everyone has feelings, we all deserve respect from others even if we were 

having a bad day” (Student K, age 8, feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 

• “Roots of Empathy can teach the world that it’s Okay to express your feelings but 

not through anger.  It can teach the world that we all have feelings and should be 

treated equally” (Student L, age 8, feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 

• “It teaches us that we can talk about our feelings without feeling embarrassed” 

(Student A1, age 13, feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 
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As I read the last comment from a male student I am reminded of the day that I 

was in Julie Drekic’s class during a family visit.  The children were sitting around the 

green blanket and Baby M was exploring some of the ROE toys.  Some of the boys were 

playing with the toys too as they often did on these visits.  Baby M was just beginning to 

crawl and as he tried to get to a toy he fell forward onto his face and started to cry.  

Without hesitation, student A1, who was playing close by, gasped, got onto his knees, 

and scooped up Baby M into his arms to comfort him.  “Poor Baby M,” he cooed.  “Are 

you OK?”  Baby M of course reached in the direction of his mother and as A1 handed 

Baby M to his mother he said, “I feel sorry for him” (see Figure 14).   

Here was a 13-year-old boy showing that he was not embarrassed to feel sorry for 

an injured baby and not embarrassed to show empathy to another human being. 

Another nice part to this story is that not one of the students in the class who 

witnessed this act of caring and compassion said a negative word.  There was no teasing 

or laughter, just caring remarks for Baby M as his mother took him. 

Julie Drekic also observed this occurrence and spoke about it when she said, “it 

[ROE] gave the boys permission to express their own emotions and to allow themselves 

to be vulnerable.”  She attributed some of the boys’ positive responses to the baby from 

the fact that the baby’s dad visited on most family visits along with the baby’s mother 

(see Figure 15).  Julie explained this by saying that “when the boys saw Chas as a role 

model, as a loving father, the boys realized that a man can be macho as well as a tender 

loving parent” (Personal communication, June 11, 2009).
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Figure 14.  Student A1 comforts Baby M.  
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Figure 15.  Grade 7 boys interact with Chas. 
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Grade 3 teacher Karen Walker, who was my teaching partner for Roots of 

Empathy, said on her teacher feedback form “the children feel safe sharing their feelings 

and are better able to express and label their emotions.  They are more kind and 

respectful towards one another” (Feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009).  

Roots of Empathy teaching partner Elaine Hamilton said, “My students take 

responsibility for their own actions and demonstrate respect, kindness, empathy, 

compassion and inclusiveness towards others.  During discussions they make connections 

between the baby’s feelings and those of their own or their peer’s emotions” (Feedback 

questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 

Changing a Person’s Perspective 

Another emerging theme that was illustrated in the data was that of changing a 

person’s perspective on life: 

• “Roots of Empathy teaches a lot to anyone.  It can change a person’s way of 

thinking about life; anyone of any age by going through this program.  If everyone 

can just have a little empathy our world could be a better place” (Student M, age 

13, feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 

• “People need to care for other people and not be mean.  The world needs a lot of help 

being peaceful and having Roots of Empathy in every classroom would be a very 

good step in that way” (Student N, age 12, feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 

Chas, Roots of Empathy dad, told me in our interview how his perspective on 

adolescents had changed saying:  

I am very impressed with the kids in that class, their morals, their manners, and 

their enthusiasm.  Up to this point I only saw kids that age through the media.  I 
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have changed the way I view adolescents.  I feel like they are going to do positive 

things with their lives.  (Personal communication, May 4, 2009) 

Understanding Parental Responsibilities 

Students also spoke about the program teaching them about the responsibility of 

parents and for caring for a baby: 

• “Roots of Empathy can teach young adults about babies and the responsibilities” 

(Student O, age 13, feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 

• “I learned that it is really hard to parent, that it isn’t always easy or fun and that 

when the going gets tough don’t let others get to you” (Student P, age 13, 

feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 

• “It is dangerous to shake a baby and being a parent is hard work” (Student K, 

feedback questionnaire, age 8, June 11, 2009). 

• “Babies are cute and adorable but they are a lot of hard work.  Babies cry a lot and 

sometimes they don’t stop crying” (Student S, age 8, feedback questionnaire, June 

11, 2009). 

It was during the particular lesson on caring for a baby in Mrs. Walker’s grade-3 

class that Student D volunteered his story about his adoption (see Figure 16).  He told the 

group that his birth parents were not good parents and that his brother’s dad threw his 

brother up against a wall and that his brother had shaken baby syndrome.  He went on to 

tell us that parents should love their children and not abuse them and that now he has an 

adopted family who love him and his brother.  The other children listened intently to D’s 

story offering affirmation.  
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Figure 16.  Student D shares his adoption story. 
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After Student D shared his heartfelt story of the abuse he and his brother suffered 

at the hands of their biological parents, I called his adoptive mother to let her know what 

he had disclosed during the class.  His mother was eager to share some of her thoughts 

about how the program had impacted her family and offered these insights: 

All three of my sons have had the opportunity to have a baby in their classes.  

Each of them has responded differently to the experience.  Our middle adopted 

son who was the most adversely impacted by his biological family, enjoyed 

having the baby in his class.  [D], our youngest and also adopted son has had the 

most significant positive experience through the Roots of Empathy program.  

Baby A coming into his class coincided with his participating in “attachment 

therapy.”  This type of therapy uses babies to explain the process of social and 

emotional development through the process of nurturing and responding to babies 

or the lack thereof.  [D] made immediate connections to the fact that he was not 

nurtured like Baby A.  He was so happy that she has loving, caring, appropriate 

parents.  We get reports every time Baby A is in the class.  The excitement that 

our son [D] has when he talks about Baby A is truly touching.  His talking about 

Roots of Empathy has sparked many discussions at home with his brothers, most 

notably his brother [A], and they talk about positive parenting and happy babies, 

like they wish they were.  (Personal communication, June 24, 2009) 

It was after Student D shared his story that Student B1 also shared that she too 

had been adopted.  She told her story in great detail and went on for about 15 minutes, 

telling us that her birth parents had neglected her and not loved her.  She said that she 

was adopted when she was 3 years old and then her parents had separated after a year.  
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She went on to say that she was having a hard time with this and that she often felt sad 

and angry at the same time and then she would cry and would feel like hitting and 

shouting at others.  Again the other students were respectful listeners.  They seemed to 

develop a little better of an understanding for Student B1’s frequent outbursts.  When 

Baby A would visit, B1 would always position herself beside the parents and participate 

enthusiastically in asking questions and offering ideas or answers. 

This seemed to be a breakthrough for Student B1.  She had been having many, 

many social problems with other students and with authority.  After she told her story her 

rages lessened in frequency and duration.  The statistical evidence supported this showing 

that in both 2006–2007 and 2007–2008 she had five serious incidents of aggression 

towards others.  This past year the incidents decreased to two. 

Creating a Caring and Respectful Environment  

Creating a caring and respectful environment was another theme that emerged 

from the data. The students made comments such as these to support this theme: 

• “I think ROE brought us closer.  I feel safe at school” (Student Q, age 13, 

feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 

• “Roots of Empathy brings a sense of love and caring into the school” (Student E, 

feedback questionnaire, age 13, June 11, 2009). 

• “We really got to know each other.  Now I feel good coming to school” (Student 

R, feedback questionnaire, age 13, June 11, 2009). 

• “It creates a better atmosphere in the class and the school” (Student S, age 8, 

feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 



100 

 

• “It makes a school a place to learn, grow, have fun and feel safe” (Student T, age 

8, feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 

• “I think Roots of Empathy can change many things in a school but most important 

one is the respect students show towards everyone.  We have become more 

responsible, mature, caring, kind and gentle people” (Student U, age 13, feedback 

questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 

Both grade 7 classes demonstrated this responsible, mature, caring, and kind behaviour 

during the school year.  Jessica King’s class volunteered to run two primary play days for 

the children from kindergarten to grade 4.  One young man was responsible for looking 

after any primary child who was crying.  I watched him as he took the hand of a little boy 

in kindergarten who had had enough of the heat.  The older child looked up at me and 

said, “Little kids are lots of work, but they are worth it aren’t they?”  I responded that I 

thought they were and together we went to find the little boy a drink inside.  

When an elderly woman was hit with a snowball in the grocery store parking lot 

beside the school, the students in Jessica King’s class made her cards and took up a 

collection for flowers.  Two of the boys walked to her home with their teacher to deliver 

the cards and gift. 

Julie Drekic’s class worked all year on a program called Entrepreneurial 

Adventure.  This program required the students to run a business to raise money for a 

charity.  The students worked hard 2 days each week selling popcorn, counting their 

money, and keeping accounts for the money they had raised.  In the end the students used 

part of their money to fund a play which they performed for the student body and then for 

parents in the evening.  They charged admission and the money was put towards their 
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charity donation along with the money raised from popcorn sales.  The students raised 

over $800 which they then donated to two charities.  Certainly these students 

demonstrated kindness and caring. 

Parent C.N.’s words supported the theme of creating a caring and respectful 

environment when he said,  

The Roots of Empathy Program is unique and is in my opinion the most effective 

method of teaching students the meaning of empathy and its role in human 

development and socialization.  The results of this program are clear to me as a 

parent and should be to educators as well as I believe it is in our school.  If this 

program is not standardized across the education system currently, it likely should 

be.  Our school is a richer and more tolerant environment for having a program 

like Roots of Empathy. (Personal communication, June 22, 2009)  

Parent E.V. echoed the theme of caring and respect when she said, 

There is genuine concern for every student at our school.  Every student is viewed 

as an individual person with needs that may differ from another.  Every student is 

treated with the utmost respect, regardless of their race, age, gender or beliefs. 

Every student is encouraged to do their best and believe in their abilities. 

(Personal communication, July 16, 2009) 

Karen Walker told me told me that, 

Roots of Empathy nicely ties in to our school’s agreement of mutual respect.  It 

makes mutual respect come to life.  Those students involved in Roots of Empathy 

realize that a baby, and anyone of any age, wants, needs and deserves to be treated 

respectfully.  (Feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009). 
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Improved Student Behaviour 

Over the course of the last 3 years my vice principals and I have been tracking 

behaviour incidents.  We keep the problem-solving sheets that we work through with the 

children when there are problems on the yards or in the classroom and then we transfer 

this data to a spreadsheet kept on the administration drive on the school’s computer 

network.   In 2006–2007 there were 159 incidents recorded.  Of those incidents, 112 were 

incidents involving body contact or bullying with 18.96% of the population or 81 

individual students involved in at least one incident (see Appendix D).   

In the 2007–2008 school year there were 128 incidents recorded.  Of those 

incidents, 84 were incidents involving body contact or bullying with 14.5% of the 

population or 60 students involved in at least one incident (see Appendix E).  

This past school year, there were 72 incidents recorded.  Of those incidents, 42 

were incidents involving bullying and/or body contact with 7.5% of the population or 32 

students being involved with at least one incident (see Appendix F).  There are still 

incidents of bullying but they have been greatly reduced with the total number of 

incidents being cut in half in 3 years.  

Parent C.N. was so impressed with the Roots of Empathy program that he sent me 

an email explaining the impact he felt the program had on his son: 

The Roots of Empathy program as instituted at our School has had a profound 

impact on my oldest child.  [XYZ] had some behavioral problems in the primary 

grades and the introduction of the Roots program coincided with a marked 

improvement in his behavior.  In addition, the quality of his comments has 
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demonstrated an interest and understanding of the goals of the program. (Personal 

communication, June 22, 2009) 

It is significant to note that Student XYZ was recorded to have had 4 recorded 

behaviour incidents in 2006–2007, 3 incidents in 2007–2008, and no incidents in 2008–

2009.   

Roots of Empathy teaching partner Elaine Hamilton offered these insights in her 

feedback questionnaire: 

Roots of Empathy has had a positive impact on not only the students in my class 

but on all students in the school, as this program has been in effect for a number 

of years so very few classes within the school have not had Roots of Empathy. 

(Feedback questionnaire, June 11, 2009) 

Teacher Influence on Positive Culture 

Throughout my own journal entries and experiences in the classrooms there was 

consistent evidence that reflected the influence of my wonderful teachers in promoting 

a positive culture in the school.  I was consistently impressed at the power of the 

classroom teachers that I was working with to positively influence their students to 

think deeply and thoughtfully about the content of the ROE lessons.  I was always 

thankful for the presence of each one of my classroom teaching partners during my 

lessons because it was evident from the influence they had that the students cared 

deeply for their teachers.  I recorded several examples of this in my research journal.  

This one refers to grade-7 teacher Julie:

Today we were talking about why babies cry and how frustrating that can be for 

parents.  Julie is a great story teller and she told us all about her son, Sam, and 
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how sometimes he would cry and cry and she would walk him for hours.  She told 

the children how sometimes babies respond to car rides and that calms them 

down.  Julie adds so much to this class because she has a strong rapport with her 

students which is evident in the way they listen intently to her whenever she 

speaks.  Somehow I feel like a little of her rapport with students transfers over to 

me making the lessons easier to teach.  Today during the lesson student A1 started 

laughing inappropriately.  Julie spoke quietly to him, saying that she knew that he 

laughed when he was embarrassed but that he should try not too because it looked 

like he was being disrespectful.  The student stopped laughing right away.  I was 

impressed.  (Journal entry, October 27, 2009) 

I was often awed with Karen Walker’s calm ability to diffuse any difficult 

situation in her grade 3 class.  Karen had three special needs students who were 

frequently at odds with each other.  Karen never got upset; she always spoke calmly and 

consistently showed respect for each child.  Karen was a fine role model for empathetic 

behaviour.  

Today student F got upset and went flailing across the room to sit in a heap on the 

floor, her arms crossed, all the while grumbling loudly about some perceived 

injustice in the classroom.  I was surprised by this and looked to Karen.  She 

calmly told me not to worry.  “I just let her go over there and calm down.  This 

happens all the time.  I just find if I separate them and let them calm down then 

we can talk about it after.”  I went on with my lesson watching out of the corner 

of my eye as Karen went over to speak quietly to the little girl.  Within a few 

minutes student F returned happily to her place and joined in the discussion.  
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Wow!  What a fine role model Karen is.  She is so respectful and seems to know 

just what to say to each student.  It reminds me what it is like to conduct an 

orchestra with many different instruments.  (Journal entry, October 27, 2008) 

The three teachers I worked with this year and the others I have worked with 

previous years were a huge part of the success of the program.  They all participated fully 

in the lessons.  They all followed through with the concepts and underlying principles of 

each lesson in the many days between my visits.  If I was called away to the office during 

a lesson they carried on and in the end each teacher journeyed through the year with me 

with eloquent grace. 

The bullytin.  Even the students in our school recognize the efforts of the great 

teaching staff to eliminate bullying from our school and to create a more peaceful school 

climate.  In June of this year a group of 13 grade 7 and 8 students formed an antibullying 

committee.  Together with teacher Tony Janes, they wrote a five-page newsletter that 

explained the different forms of bullying and contained advice for students and parents 

on how to respond to bullying.  They called their newsletter The Bullytin.  In this 

newsletter, students gave credit to our teachers for their work to combat bullying in our 

school: 

You should be proud of our excellent teachers for trying to stop bullying!  But 

you would be surprised if you knew the great ways our teachers have to 

encourage people to stop bullying and stand up to bullying. Bullying and 

character education are discussed as part of our teachers’ regular program. 

Programs at our school include: Roots of Empathy, SKIP (Seniors and Kids 

Intergenerational Program), Teen Esteem, and Tribes.  Our teachers give helpful 
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advice to victims.  They can get the bully and the victim to talk it out.  Also 

younger kids (primary) learn the Kelso’s choices which are ways to solve 

problems.  A way you can help your child is to talk to them.  See what the 

problem is and what they can do to solve it.  Congratulations to the teachers! 

(Bullytin Newsletter, anonymous, June 2009)  

Social validation.  Part of all living theory action research methodology is to 

“submit my explanations of educational influence to a validation group of peers with a 

request that they help me to strengthen the comprehensibility, truthfulness, rightness and 

authenticity of the explanation” (Whitehead, 2008a, p. 11).  In order to do this I have 

asked each participant to read this account of my research and to comment on its validity 

and accuracy of the events recounted in this research.  Teacher Karen Walker sent me 

these words after she read this chapter: 

Wow.  That chapter is amazing, Ruth.  ROE is very near and dear to me, so 

reading your chapter affirmed what I had always felt about the school-wide effect 

of the program and made me appreciate the program (and you for being so 

dedicated to it!) even more.  It also made me see the program from your 

perspective too and to realize how ideal it is to have an administrator implement 

and deliver the program.  Throughout the chapter your caring for your staff and 

students is very evident.  It was great to see the data and how it supports what we 

have always felt about the effectiveness of ROE in reducing body 

contact/bullying.  You represented me accurately and I feel honoured to have 

been a part of your project.  (Personal communication, July 20, 2009) 

Teacher N.B. replied with the following comment:  
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I admire you for your courage to write what needs to be written—to be authentic 

and open and tell things exactly how they were and are.  I feel honoured that I 

have had the opportunity to be part of your research. What an amazing piece of 

writing your Chapter 6 is.  You will be missed.  (Personal communication, July 

20, 2009) 

Building Relationships 

The data have illustrated a clear decrease in student incidents of physical and 

verbal aggression and a decrease in disrespectful behaviour over the past 3 years.  

Students, staff, and parents have articulated a cultural shift that reflects respect, peaceful 

problem solving, caring, and kindness.  I give credit to the Roots of Empathy program but 

what I think I have learned from my research is that Roots of Empathy is only a program 

and any program, no matter how perceptive and insightful, is only as effective as the 

people who implement it.  Building relationships must be the foundational element in any 

attempt at cultural change because “success in leading will be wholly dependent upon the 

capacity to build and sustain those human relationships that enable people to get 

extraordinary things done on a regular basis” (Kouzes & Posner, 2007, p. 71).  

Roots of Empathy allows for many opportunities to forge meaningful and caring 

relationships with all members of the school community.  It allows teachers and 

administrators an opportunity to learn about teaching together while striving to 

understand the strengths, needs, and affinities of their students.  It gives students, 

teachers, and administrators an opportunity to forge special relationships with families 

and the community.  It speaks clearly through actions and example about what we hold 

important and significant in our schools—peaceful, loving relationships, respect for 



108 

 

differences, and an unwavering desire to make a school a place where everyone feels 

welcomed, accepted, listened to, and appreciated. 

A comment made by Julie Drekic during our interview spoke of the school 

environment and relationships between teachers and principal: 

The comfort level that developed between teacher and principal also helped 

develop a sense of community in the school; that people are welcome here.  We 

can teach kids all the skills but if we don’t make them feel safe and give them the 

love of learning we’ve failed them.  (Personal communication, June 11, 2009) 

Parent A.P., in a recent email to me said, 

I feel that the school culture is more positive where students and staff take the 

time to build relationships within the school.  Besides the empathy and caring that 

students learn through the Roots of Empathy program, having community 

members bring in their children to the class is powerful and forges great 

partnerships and relationships.  (Personal communication, June 24, 2009) 

T.R., who was our new teacher on staff, was not only new to our school but new 

to our city as well, having moved 6 hours from his hometown to take the job.  I asked 

him to comment on the culture of our school and he sent me a long and heartfelt email 

message which contained the following message: 

As the new teacher on staff, I have had the opportunity to make fresh 

relationships with all of the staff present at the school.  Every teacher has gone 

beyond the often disingenuous niceties that are found in the workplace to being 

truly concerned, helpful and encouraging whenever I had a question or concern. 

(Personal communication, June 22, 2009) 
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How Can I Change the Culture of a School? 

As I come to the end of my research story I return to my original question in an 

attempt to answer it with a look at what the data have revealed.  To answer the question, 

one has to look at the themes that have emerged from the data.  Does reducing bullying 

change the culture of a school?  Does improved student behaviour or increased emotional 

literacy contribute to a cultural shift?  I would venture to say that all those things 

contribute to a change in a school’s culture but none can be accomplished without strong 

relationships and a shared vision of those whose job it is to teach and to lead.   

I would also venture to say that the journey of change is a long journey and one 

that is at times wrought with disappointment and, as Lather (1994) observes, “stories of 

ruin” (as cited in Maclure, 1996, p. 283).  In the end, however, we are making progress 

along on the road to create a positive cultural shift; at least that is what the evidence 

suggests.  Teacher S.T. says it this way: 

Overall, our school has undergone huge changes.  I didn’t realize how sad and 

lonely the school was until after you arrived.  Then it was like I awoke and 

realized how happy and positive work could be.  I remember commenting to my 

husband that “I didn’t realize how awful the atmosphere had become until it was 

gone.”  The negativity happened gradually so I don’t think we were really aware 

of how we were all changing.  Suddenly we had a happy person who valued our 

ideas and loved kids.  (Personal communication, July 13, 2009) 

After a few months I asked our new school caretaker, D.A., how he would 

describe the culture of the school now that he had been with us for a few months and was 

familiar with the environment.  His responses were thoughtful and heartfelt: 
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When I came in to this school I felt welcomed.  I felt like I didn’t have to jump 

through hoops to communicate.  I felt a positive energy.  I noticed that everybody 

that I encountered looked at me in the eye and smiled.  That is a huge body 

language message.  I have never felt that way in another school—just this school.  

Once you are around that positive environment others who come in are right on 

board.   They sense it and there is no stress.  The positive environment is catchy.  

It is a lost art.  You want to be in that kind of environment.  People get 100% 

better results when they are in that kind of environment.  (Personal 

communication, June 9, 2009) 

When teacher J. W. commented on the cultural shift of the school he said, 

Much more respect is shown by everyone, parents and students.  There is a more 

collegial atmosphere and more emphasis on system standards and EQAO.  

Teacher and student strengths are recognized.  The students in my grade 8 class 

are so respectful and understanding of one another.  My last two years have been 

two of the best years of my career.  Students act as leaders throughout the school, 

encouraging others to do their best.  There is evidence of environmental and 

human stewardship everywhere with recycling programs, tree planting, garden 

club, food drives, Hoops for Heart and Roots of Empathy.  (Questionnaire, June 

22, 2009) 

Parent E. V. describes the changes in school culture when she states,  

A welcoming environment has been created.  Trust, respect, safety and security 

are elements that you promoted to create a positive learning climate.  An 

environment was created where parents felt that they could communicate their 
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concerns without repercussion; an environment where they were encouraged to 

volunteer and participate in their children's classrooms and belong to school 

committees.  This type of participation from the parent community boosts student 

achievement.  The positive change that you brought to our school influenced 

parents to get involved in school activities.  You viewed and looked at the 

community as part of your “team.”  (Personal communication, July 16, 2009) 

Teacher N. A. sums up the changes by saying,  

Physically and culturally, the school has had many positive addition and changes.  

Walls were built between classes, an addition with four classrooms and a 

multipurpose room, lockers for grade 8 students.  Tribes, Discipline with Dignity 

and most importantly Roots of Empathy were implemented and created a vision 

of caring and respect.  There is now a focus on special needs students, on 

celebration, humour and macro-management but most of all there is a vision for 

the whole school; staff, parents and students that speaks to caring, love and 

respect.  (Personal communication, June 11, 2009) 

Teacher J. C. explains it this way: “The school has done a complete 360.  The teachers 

feel worthy, and are more confident.  The parents smile, are friendly, and are happily 

involved.  The students are thriving on many different levels” (Personal communication, 

June 15, 2009).  Chas, one of our ROE dads, said 

I do feel good about my oldest daughter going to this school and I am excited about 

my other two children going here.  When I walk through the halls with my children 

I feel like they are protected, not just by me and Nora but by all the kids, teachers 

and the principal and I feel safe.  (Personal communication, May 6, 2009) 
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First Things First 

 Roots of Empathy, above all else, gave me the focus to “put first things first” 

(Covey, 1989, p. 145) in my school.  As I read my journal it was evident to me that I was 

often caught in the trap of only doing those things that sucked my time away from doing 

the things of real importance in my school.  Some were urgent and others less so, but by 

the end of the day the day was done, the children had gone home, and the important 

things were left for another day.      

Roots of Empathy gave me countless opportunities to do those important things; 

to build relationships, to listen to children, and to truly understand the people I was 

positioned to lead. It allowed me to make deposits into what Covey (1989) calls the 

“emotional bank account which is a metaphor that describes the amount of trust that’s 

been built up in a relationship” (p. 188).  Covey describes this trust as “the feeling of 

safeness you have with another human being” (p.188).  Sharing the year as a teaching 

partner, sharing the joys of a baby’s first year, sharing feelings and life stories with my 

teachers, parents, and students helped me to build the trusting relationships that every 

administrator can only hope to establish.  Covey tells us that “really seeking to understand 

another person is probably one of the most important deposits you can make, and it is the 

key to every deposit” (p. 190).  Understanding others is the cornerstone of empathy.   

How can I change the culture of a school?  I will tell you that indeed it can be 

done, with time, with patience, with building trusting relationships, and with the help of 

the most unlikely little teachers: babies, along with their families. 

 

 



 

CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSIONS 

 A school is so much more than the bricks and mortar from which it is built.  It is 

also so much more than learning to read and solve mathematical problems.  If we are 

growing children who will solve the momentous problems we have created in the world 

today then we must recognize that all we do in our schools must move children toward 

the ability to make wiser, more tolerant choices.  We must teach them through example, 

because indeed what we do speaks so loudly our children cannot hear what we say.  We 

must rise above the pain, sarcasm, fear, and intolerance to become what we want our 

children to become, leading by example.  

A school reflects the realities of the world.  And often those realities do not reflect 

a culture of peace and inclusion.  But we must change how we do things with our 

children if we want to make a difference “working “in the light,” not ignoring or negating 

the problems of the world but somehow shifting focus so we align ourselves with the 

hopes of all of us who know that peace is possible”  (Goodman, 2002 p. 190).    

During one of my lessons I asked the grade 3 children that I worked with this year 

what peace really was.  The answers I got were varied but all of them reflected the 

wisdom and innocence that all young children have and then somehow seem to lose as a 

world fused with violence and pessimism takes its toll.  Their wishes for the baby 

indicated to me at least that the messages of the program, the messages of tolerance and 

acceptance, had indeed moved from their heads to their hearts. 

 Through it all I can see the light of hope.  The number of violent incidents that I 

have dealt with this year was minimal compared to the hundreds in my first partial year 

of administration at this school.  There is music in the halls and art on the walls.  We 
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celebrate each other and our accomplishments often with monthly appreciation 

assemblies and children take the lead in our celebrations.   

Is it perfect?  It never is, but I will press on.  For all I can do is my small part in 

realizing “the vision behind the UN—to save the succeeding generations from the 

scourge of war—and of UNESCO’s constitution—to construct peace in the minds of 

people”  (Goodman, 2002, p. 188).  For as Goodman (2002) points out, “Much of the 

everyday living—the nurturing of families, the celebration of events, human creativity—

represents examples of peace culture, hidden from official view” (p.189).  In my own 

humble opinion we should take this notion a step further; that the nurturing in schools, 

not just the nurturing of children but of all who call a school their home for at least part 

of the day, represents peace culture.  For as Goodman (2002) so wisely states, “The 

culture of war and violence is the antithesis of being human.  A basic human concern, 

indeed a prime focus of all living beings, has been marginalized and ignored: the survival 

and well-being of the next generation” (p. 197). 

All of us who have the honor and privilege of working with the most vulnerable of 

our society, our children, must ask ourselves every day and with each lesson we begin to 

plan, “How can we create a world that reflects our humanity?” (Goodman, 2002, p. 197). 

The Roots of Empathy program is all about increasing empathy.  Empathy helps 

you to see the world from the heart and mind of another individual and this in turn 

reduces aggression and bullying.  Can increasing empathy change the culture of a school?  

I believe that it did.   

Next year as I move on to another school I will begin the process once again but 

this time I will move with more certainty that what I am doing is right and good to do.  I 
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know that it is right and good because in my journey to improve my practice I have 

answered my question, “How can I change the culture of a school?” 
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Appendix A 

Student Problem-Solving Sheet 
 

Student Problem Solving Sheet 

Name __________________________________   Date _________________________ 

Reporting teacher ______________________________________________ 

Problem stated by the teacher: 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Problem stated by the student: 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

I broke the following TRIBES agreement:   

� Mutual respect 
� No put downs 
� Attentive Listening 
� My right to pass  

A better choice would have been to: 

________________________________________________________________________ 

To fix this problem I will: 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Student’s signature_____________________________ 

Teacher’s signature _____________________________ 

Parent’s signature ______________________________ 
 
Parent’s comments 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix B 

Planning for Improvement 
 

Planning for Improvement 

Name __________________________________   Date _________________________ 

I need to make a plan to help me to remember to: 
_______________________________________________________________________ 

Because: 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

The first thing I will do is: 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Then I will: 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Finally I will: 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Student’s signature_____________________________ 

Teacher’s signature _____________________________ 

Parent’s signature ______________________________ 
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Appendix C 

Test of School Procedures 
 

Test of School Procedures 

Name __________________________________   Date _________________________ 

Fill in the blanks with the words at the bottom of the page: 
 
• When you want to say something in class you should ___________________ your hand. 

• Always _____________ when you are inside the school. 

• Always use ____________________ language. 

• It is dangerous to play on the ______________ up to the ____________________. 

• Stay on the school property unless you have _______________________ to leave. 

• _____________ _______________ must be turned off and kept out of sight. 

• Wear safe shoes at school; no ________________________. 

• Inside ______________ should be wore inside and outside shoes should be worn 
_______________________. 

• Stay out of the ______________ unless you are supervised by an adult. 

• Toy or real _________________ are not allowed at school. 

• If you come to school late you need to sign in at the office and get a ______________ 
_____________________. 

• Never bring ___________________, lighters, _____________________ or _______________to 
school. 

• Lock your bike up at the bike rack at the front of the school. Do not ____________ your 
bike on school property. 

• The snow stays on the ______________________. 

• Keep your hands and feet to __________________________. 

• Scooters and ___________________________ are not allowed on the playground or on 
the school buses. 

yourself ground ride skateboards 

walk steps gym shoes 

raise playground polite late slip 

matches cigarettes heelies weapons 

cell phones ride fireworks outside 
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Appendix D 

Behaviour Chart 2006–2007 

Medium Sized Rural School 2006–2007 
Name Date of incident Grade BC L RES P-Sig Notes 

  December 20, 2006 6 1     n Bus report-Body Contact 
  December 5, 2006 6 1     y put student in headlock 
B1 September 15, 2006 1 1     y Hit student, screamed at teacher 

B1 November 3, 2006 1 1     n 
Hit STUDENT, screamed at 
teacher 

B1 November 17, 2006 1 1     y pushed student down hill 
B1 December 11, 2006 1 1     y Hit student-Didn't listen 

B1 February 1, 2007 1 1       jumped on two students 
  September 21, 2006 6 1     y Hitting student with a door 
  November 27, 2006   1     y Poking student-Mutual Respect 
  April 25, 2007 6       y fooling around in the bathroom 

  January 23, 2007 4 1     n snowballs 
  December 5, 2006 4 1     y Body checking 
  September 11, 2006 2 1     y Bit another student 
  November 17, 2006 2 1     n Punching student in eye 

  February 6, 2007 2 1     y Punched another student 
  March 30, 2007 2 1     n several incidents of body contact 
  May 8, 2007 2 1     y Suspension-body contact 
  November 17, 2006 4 1     y Throwing erasers 

  December 21, 2006 6 1     n Bus report-Body Contact 
  February 22, 2007 6 1       snowballs 
  March 27, 2007 5       n told TEACHER to shut up 
  October 27, 2006 1 1     y Wrestling with another student 

  October 11, 2006 7 1     y pushing student to the ground 
  October 27, 2006 7       y on school roof 
  November 28, 2006 6 1     n slapped another student 
  March 29, 2007 6 1     y Tackeld another student 

  May 28, 2007 6 1       bullying  
  December 5, 2006 4 1     y Body Checking 
  November 28, 2006 KM       y Threatening to shoot 
  October 11, 2006 7 1     y Playing tackle football 

  November 21, 2006 7       n Kicking ball at school door 
  November 24, 2006 7 1     y Fighting 
  February 12, 2007 7       y Suspension-swearing 

  December 19, 2006 8 1     N 
pushing and hit another with a 
chair 

  April 30, 2007 8       y throwing a paint pallet in class 
  January 17, 2007 4 1     n pushing a student causing injury 
  May 28, 2007 6 1       bullying  

  December 4, 2006 4 1     y 
pushed another student to the 
floor 

  December 4, 2006 6 1     y Spit on student 
  December 20, 2006 6 1     y Bus report-Body Contact 
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  January 18, 2007 6 1     n snowballs 
  January 19, 2007 6       n Shot middle finger at bus diver 

  February 22, 2007 6 1       snowballs 
  April 3, 2007 6 1     y body contact and throwing objects 
  May 3, 2007 6       n wrote "you suck" to a girl 
  January 13, 2007 8 1     y kicked another student 

  February 7, 2007 8         roaming and disrespectful 
  May 17, 2007 8 n     y stole a cookie from library 

  October 25, 2006 2 1     y 
Punched another student in the 
eye 

  January 10, 2007 8       y Rude and disobedient to teacher 

  February 9, 2007 8       y Suspension-profane language 
  February 21, 2007 8 1     n bullying  
  September 19, 2006 3 1     y slapped another student 
  November 17, 2006 6 1     y Threw a ball at a student 

  February 26, 2006 2 1       snowballs 
  September 19, 2006   1     y kicking another student 

  February 22, 2007 5         
leavin classroom during indoor 
recess 

  February 26, 2006 2 1       snowballs 
  September 12, 2006 2 1     n Fighting  
  April 23, 2007 7 1     y swearing and punching  
  January 17, 2007 KM 1     y Punching another student 

  September 14, 2006   1     y pushing another student 
  November 23, 2006 3 1     y pushed brother into garbage 
  January 29, 2007 5 1     y Suspension-Fighting 
  May 14, 2007 5 1     y Suspension-body contact 

  January 18, 2007 6 1     n snowballs 
  February 1, 2007 5       y swearing on the playground 
  October 23, 2006 7 1     n Taking others hats and threats 
  November 24, 2006 7 1     y fighting  

  April 23, 2007 7 1     y swearing and punching  
  January 29, 2007 5 1     y Suspension-Fighting 

  February 22, 2007 5         
leavin classroom during indoor 
recess 

  May 30, 2007 5       n arguing with teacher 
  May 18, 2007 6 1     y body contact 
  November 23, 2006   1     y pushing another student 
  September 12, 2006 2 1     n fighting in bathroom 

  October 18, 2006 2 1     y arguing / fighting 
  December 5, 2006   1     y pushing, body checking 
  March 5, 2007 4       n Saying "Asshole" in class 
  February 22, 2007 1         Talking Back to teacher 

  May 28, 2007 6 1       bullying  
K1 October 18, 2006 2 1     y arguing / fighting 
K1 December 19, 2006 2 1     y hitting and not listening to teacher 
K1 January 22, 2007 2       n Threatening 

K1 May 2, 2007 2       y 
In school susp-lying about a 
student 

  December 5, 2006 5 1     y hitting, pushing and kicking 
  October 25, 2006 3       y papertowel fight in bathroom 
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  February 21, 2007 7 1     y Suspension-bullying  
  October 31, 2006 KF 1     y threw a rock at a student  

  December 5, 2006 4 1     y Body checking 
  December 5, 2006 5 1     y hitting, pushing and kicking 
  October 4, 2006 4 1     y pushing and arguing with another 
  November 17, 2006 4 1     y throwing erasers in class 

  June 28, 2007 4       y language with other students 
XYZ September 12, 2006 3         ruined teacher's carpet 
XYZ October 25, 2006 3       y paper towel fight in bathroom 
XYZ October 30, 2006 3       y fooling around in the bathroom 

XYZ March 6, 2007 3       y fooling around in bathroom 
  June 28, 2007 4       y language with other students 
  May 31, 2007 7       y opposition to authourity 
  December 19, 2006 1       y swore at student 

  December 20, 2006 1 1     y Punched another student 
  February 22, 2007 6 1       snowballs 
  October 27, 2006 3 1     y fighting with another student 
  April 3, 2007 3 1     n Body contact in bathroom 

  May 24, 2007 4 1     y Suspension-body contact 
  February 15, 2007 7 1     y Suspension-fighting 
  November 6, 2006 1 1     y hitting and not listening to teacher 
  February 1, 2007 1 1     n kicked EA 

  December 5, 2006 4 1     y Body checking 
  September 7, 2006 3 1     n put student in headlock 
  May 23, 2007 7 1     y body contact 
  April 27, 2007 6       y fooling around in the bathroom 

  October 24, 2006 3 1     y hitting another student 
  December 20, 2006 3 1     y kicked another student 
  February 6, 2006 8       y out of class without permission 
  January 31, 2007 8       n Swearing and disrespectful to EA 

  June 7, 2007 8       y 
mom was called (disrespect to 
teacher) 

  February 28, 2006 5       n swearing on school yard 
  December 5, 2006 5 1     y pushing another student 
  October 25, 2006 3       y papertowel fight in bathroom 

  November 20, 2006 KM 1     y Punched another student 
  January 4, 2007 KM 1     n Punched another student 
EE2 February 22, 2006 2       y breaking snow forts 
EE2 September 28, 2006 2 1     n Throwing items 

EE2 October 10, 2006 2 1     y punching another student 
EE2 October 27, 2006 2       y swearing at other students 
EE2 November 20, 2006 2 1     y pushing another student 
EE2 November 21, 2006 2 1     y kicking another student 

EE2 February 8, 2007 2 1     n hitting and kicking students 
EE2 February 22, 2007 2       y breaking snowfort and names 
EE2 February 27, 2007 2 1     n pinching and pushing students 

EE2 March 6, 2007 2 1     n 
hit another student on top of the 
head-in school 

EE2 May 7, 2007 2 1     y 
Suspension-body contact and 
Lang. 
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EE2 June 4, 2007 2       y used the f-word 
  January 29, 2007 5 1     n kicking 

FF2 October 11, 2006 1 1     y pressed leaves on students head 
FF2 December 19, 2006 1       y swearing on the playground 
  October 11, 2006 7 1     y tackle football 
  October 30, 2006 5       y left school grounds without perm. 

  January 11, 2007 5 1     n swearing and put soap on another 
  October 2, 2006 4 1     y fighting 
  December 5, 2006 4       y encouraging others to fight 
  December 6, 2006 7       y fooling around in class 

  January 23, 2007 7 1     y punched student in face 
II2 October 2, 2006 4 1     y fighting 
II2 October 4, 2006 4 1     y fighting with a student 
II2 November 3, 2006 4 1     n body contact on 4 students 

II2 November 17, 2006 4 1     y throwing erasers in class 
II2 November 21, 2006 4 1     y Suspension-body contact 

II2 February 28, 2007 4 1     y 
snowballs and rude to teacher on 
duty 

II2 June 28, 2007 4       y language with other students 

  November 23, 2006   1     y took a ball and pushed a student 
  December 4, 2006 4 1     y pushing another student 
  December 11, 2006 4 1     y elbowed student in the eye 
  January 23, 2007 4 1     n snowballs 

  February 20, 2007 4 1     y snowballs 
      112         
81 students involved in 159 incidents         
18.96% of the population involved in at least one incident          
112 incidents involving body contact / bullying         
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Appendix E 

Behaviour Chart 2007–2008 

Medium Sized Rural School 2007–2008 
Name Date of incident Grade BC L Res P-Sig Notes 

  October 4, 2007 7 1       body contact outside 
  April 22, 2008 7         Bullying - name calling 
  May 1, 2008 7 1       bullying -1 Day- 
B1 October 2, 2007 2 1        hit and chased other students 

B1 October 17, 2007 2 1       Punched a boy in the face -1 Day- 
B1 November 8, 2007 2 1        hit the lunch monitor 
B1 February 5, 2008 2 1       Hit and spat in a boys face -2 day- 
B1 September 7, 2007 2 1       using body contact on the yards 

  September 27, 2007 7 1       Tackled a student twice -1 Day- 
  November 13, 2007 7         kicked out of class 
  January 23, 2008 7 1       Threw a water bottle in class 
  February 27, 2008 7 1       Throwing objects in class -1 Day- 

  November 15, 2007 2 1       Punched a student in the face -1 Day- 
  April 8, 2008 2 1       Hit a boy and ran away from teacher 
  June 4, 2008 1 1       Punching student in SK -1 day- 
  October 5, 2007 6         Called another student a faggot 

  March 3, 2008 6 1        threw a snowball at a student 
  October 24, 2007 6 1       body contact in school 
  October 22, 2007 3 1       Tried to choke another student -1 day- 

  November 1, 2007 3 1       
 pushed another student down the 
stairs 

  November 6, 2007 3 1       knocked over another student 

  November 12, 2007 3 1       
Hit another student in the eye with a 
pinecone 

  April 30, 2008 3 1       Scratched another boys neck -2 day- 

  October 10, 2007 3         
Standing on toilet looking into next 
stall 

  October 24, 2007 3 1       using body contact on the yards 

  April 14, 2008 7 1       Hit a girl in the face with a basketball 1 
  November 13, 2007 2 1       body contact outside 
  January 29, 2008 2 1       Body contact in gym 

  February 14, 2008 2 1       
Would not throw bag out-poked 
another 

  October 25, 2007 2 1        was in a fight with some other boys 
  February 5, 2008 8         Told teacher to kiss her ass -1 day- 
  June 2, 2008 8         Fainting Game-Posted a video -2 day- 

  March 19, 2008 3 1        hit another student (Gum Fight) 
  April 3, 2008 3 1       Hit another student (slapped) 
  January 24, 2008 8 1       Suspension-Fighting  
  May 6, 2008 6 1       slapped another student in the face 

  February 4, 2008 8         Disrupting class-supply Teacher 
  February 4, 2008 8         Text messaging in class -1 day- 
  May 14, 2008 7         Broke Thermometer from fish tank 
  May 16, 2008 7         Spit into the fish tank - 1 day- 
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  June 2, 2008 8         Video taped fainting game -2 day- 
  November 20, 2007 2          put mud in another students diary 

  September 7, 2007 3 1       body contact outside  

  October 10, 2007 3         
Standing on toilet looking into next 
stall 

  October 24, 2007 6 1       Pushed another student 
  November 5, 2007 7         threatening students on the bus. 

  February 28, 2008 7 1       Slapped another student in the head 
  April 25, 2008 7 1       Hit and swore at a student -1 day- 
  November 16, 2008 7         Threatened supply teacher - 1 day- 
  October 25, 2007 3 1       using body contact on the yards 

  November 26, 2008 3 1       
Jumped on and punched another 
student in arm 

  May 21, 2008 7 1       elbowed another student in the head 
  February 7, 2008 8         Told a male student he had a Vagina 

  September 19, 2007 3 1       body contact on bus 
  February 20, 2008 3 1       Pulled another student's pants down 
  October 4, 2007 7 1       body contact outside 
  September 19, 2007 1 1       body contact on bus 

  November 5, 2007 SK         Entered the school without permission 
  October 5, 2007 6         Called another student a faggot 
  April 11, 2008 6 1       Fighting - 1 day- 
  January 24, 2008 8 1       Suspension-Fighting 

  February 12, 2008 3 1       
Threw lego and grabbed another 
student 

  October 24, 2007 6 1       Spit on a girl 
  February 20, 2008 3 1       Pulled another student's pants down 

  April 3, 2008 3 1       Hit another student (Slapped) 
  April 22, 2008 7         Bullying -  name calling 
  May 1, 2008 7 1       Bullying - 1 day- 

K1 February 5, 2008 3 1       
punched another student for braking 
ice fort 

K1 February 13, 2008 3         Called EA stupid 
K1 March 19, 2008 3 1        hit another student  (Gum Fight) 
  November 6, 2007 6 1       Body contact in Library 

  May 5, 2008 8         Left room and went on Internet -1 day- 
  November 13, 2007 2 1       using body contact on the yards 
  November 20, 2007 1         Taking items from teachers desk 
  November 7, 2007 6 1       Body contact in Library 

  November 14, 2007 1 1       using body contact on the yards 
XYZ September 12, 2007 4 1       body contact outside  
XYZ September 25, 2007 4         not doing work in class 
XYZ October 3, 2007 4         getting out of his seat in class 

  October 24, 2007 5 1       using body contact on the yards 

  January 17, 2008 5         
Running in classroom not following 
instructions 

  October 25, 2007 2 1        in a fight with some other boys 

  January 29, 2008 2         Said pooping in class 
  November 20, 2007 2         put mud in another student's diary 
  January 29, 2008 2         Said crap in class 
  April 3, 2008 2 1       Hit a boy in the Bathroom 
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  April 8, 2008 1 1        punched another student in the chin 
  October 3, 2007 4         getting out of his seat in class 

  February 27, 2008 5 1       Punched 2 boys - 1day- 
  April 2, 2008 8 1       Threw football with intent to injure -5 day- 
  November 14, 2007 3 1       using body contact on the yards 

  September 25, 2007 4 1       
throwing erasers around the 
classroom 

  October 19, 2007 1 1       Pushed a student to the ground 
EE2 October 3, 2007 3 1       Underwear Pulled - 1day- 

EE2 October 11, 2007 3 1       
 grabbed another student face, called 
him a bitch 

EE2 October 24, 2007 3 1       using body contact  
EE2 November 26, 2007 3 1       Pulled a boys hair hard -1 day- 
EE2 January 29, 2008 3         Swore in class F-Word and shit 
EE2 January 31, 2008 3         Swore in class F-Word 2x 

EE2 February 4, 2008 3 1       Pinched another student on the hand 
EE2 February 4, 2008 3 1       Pinched a girl in the hand -1 day- 

EE2 February 20, 2008 3 1       
Got mad and threw the connects 
board 

EE2 April 1, 2008 3 1       Punched a student in the face -1 Day- 
EE2 May 8, 2008 3         calling names to boys in his class 

EE2 May 12, 2008 3         
Swore in class F-word -Dad 
Contacted- 

EE2 May 15, 2008 3 1       Hit another student over the head -2 day- 

EE2 November 7, 2008 3 1       
punched another student in the 
stomach 

EE2 November 26, 2008 3 1       
Pulled another student's hair (lego 
pieces) 

FF2 October 19, 2007 2         
Disrespectful to teacher and other 
students 

FF2 November 13, 2007 2 1       Pushed a student down - 1 day- 

FF2 April 1, 2008 2         swearing on the bus 
FF2 April 9, 2008 2         Swearing at teacher -1 day- 
FF2 May 16, 2008 2         Swearing in class -1 day- 
FF2 May 20, 2008 2         Used the word shit in the bathroom 

FF2 May 22, 2008 2          threatened teacher 
FF2 June 4, 2008 2 1       Punching a student in SK -2 day- 
  October 3, 2007 4         getting out of his seat in class 
  October 10, 2007 8         Drew a penis on a girls kleenex box 

II2 November 26, 2007 5 1       Fighting - 1 day- 
II2 December 12, 2007 5 1       Pushed another student to the ground 
II2 February 4, 2008 5 1       Called the VP a loser -1 day- 
II2 February 28, 2008 5 1       Harassing another student -1 day- 

II2 March 3, 2008 5 1       Throwing snowballs-Defiant to VP 
II2 April 3, 2008 5 1       Threatened another student -1 day- 

  January 23, 2008 7 1       
Hit another student on head with a 
water bottle 

  October 24, 2007 6         called FEMALE STUDENT a "ho" 
      84         

60 students involved in 128 incidents       
14.5 % of students involved in at least 1 incident         
84 incidents involving bullying or body contact         
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Appendix F 

Behaviour Chart 2008–2009 

Medium Sized Rural School 2008–2009  

Name Date of incident Grade BC L Res P-Sig Notes 

B1 September 30, 2008 3 1       
Hit, kicked and stepped on a 
student 

B1 January 13, 2009 3 1       Throwing snow, calling names 

  October 20, 2008 8 1       
Poking a student with a 
compass 

  October 22, 2008 8         
Taking a student's shoe and 
throwing it 

  November 28, 2008 8         
Talking out in class, lack of 
respect 

  November 24, 2008 6         
Not remembering gym 
clothes/shoes 

  May 20, 2009 2 1       Body contact on the yards 

  April 9, 2009 7 1       Fighting - 1 Day - 

  October 31, 2008 4         
Not listening to the teacher, 
lack of respect 

  November 13, 2008 4 1       
Body contact in the school, 
bullying 

  January 29, 2009 2 1       Body contact on the yards 

  September 5, 2008 4 1       Body contact on the yards 

  October 28, 2008 1 1       Body contact on the yards 

  December 17, 2008 1 1       Tripping another student 

  January 27, 2009 1 1       Body contact on the yards 

  May 1, 2009 1 1       Throwing pinecones 

  October 23, 2008 8 1       
Hitting a student with a metre 
stick 

  November 19, 2008 8         
Defiant, not listening to the 
teacher 

  February 9, 2009 8         Swearing at a teacher - 1 Day - 

  April 8, 2009 8         Bus report, defiant 

  April 16, 2009 8         
Bus report, holding toy out 
window 

  October 8, 2008 2 1       Body contact in the school 

  September 22, 2008 4 1       Fighting 

  October 31, 2008 4         
Not listening to the teacher, 
lack of respect 

  November 14, 2008 4 1       Body contact on the yards 

  September 5, 2008 4         
Not listening to the teacher, 
lack of respect 

  October 31, 2008 4         
Not listening to the teacher, 
lack of respect 

  November 3, 2008 4         Teasing other students 

  November 14, 2008 4 1       Body contact on the yards 

  November 14, 2008 7         
Stealing money from another 
student 

  October 23, 2008 8 1       Body contact in the school 

  November 28, 2008 8         
Talking out in class, lack of 
respect 

  September 22, 2008 4 1       Fighting 
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  November 14, 2008 4 1       Body contact on the yards 

  February 5, 2009 6 1       Body contact in the school 

  February 5, 2009 7         
Putting rock in door 
mechanism 

  November 25, 2008 5 1       Body contact on the yards 

  May 1, 2009 3 1       Kicking game on yards 

  November 11, 2008 6 1       Body contact on the yards 

  April 1, 2009 7         
Stink bomb in class - Voluntary 
Withdrawl - 

  December 1, 2008 3         Inappropriate language 

  January 13, 2009 3         Inappropriate language 

  May 1, 2009 3 1       Kicking game on yards 

  May 20, 2009 3         Poor choice of words 

  February 5, 2009 6 1       Body contact in the school 

  January 29, 2009 2 1       Body contact on the yards 

  May 20, 2009 2 1       Body contact on the yards 

  February 6, 2009 2 1       Body contact on the yards 

  December 2, 2008 4 1       Throwing snow 

  February 4, 2009 6 1       Body contact in the school 

EE2 September 5, 2009 4 1       
Body contact, throwing things 
in class 

EE2 September 16, 2009 4         Swearing in class 

EE2 October 9, 2008 4         Swearing at a teacher - 1 Day - 

EE2 April 6, 2009 4 1       Throwing snow 

EE2 April 30, 2009 4         
Threatening a Teacher - 2 
Days - 

FF2 September 2, 2008 3         
Threatening a Teacher - 1 Day 
- 

FF2 September 5, 2008 3         
Threatening a Teacher - 1 Day 
- 

FF2 September 8, 2009 3         Swearing at a teacher - 1 Day - 

FF2 September 24, 2008 3         Swearing at a teacher - 1 Day - 

  April 23, 2009 JK 1       
Punching a student - Voluntary 
Withdrawl - 

D March 31, 2009 3 1       
Swearing, Hitting, Defiance - 1 
Day - 

D April 2, 2009 3 1       
Kicking, hitting and biting 
teacher - 2 Days - 

D April 30, 2009 3 1       
Throwing chairs in computer 
lab - 3 Days -  

D May 14, 2009 3         Swearing at a teacher - 1 Day - 

II2 February 4, 2009 6 1       Body contact in the school 

II2 March 5, 2009 6 1       
Throwing objects, no remorse - 
1 Day - 

II2 March 20, 2009 6         
Calling another boy 
"homosexual" 

II2 April 12, 2009 6 1       Body contact, calling names 

  February 5, 2009 6 1       Body contact in the school 

  April 2, 2009 6 1       Body contact on the yards 

      42         

32 students 72 incidents     12 18     
7.5 % of students had at least one 
behaviour difficulty             

42 incidents of body contact / bullying             
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Appendix G 

Brock University Research Ethics Board Clearance Letter 
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Appendix H 

Internal Permission for Action Research 
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Appendix I 

Letter of Permission for Participation in Action Research—Child 
	  

From:	   	  	   Ruth	  Mills,	  Principal	   	  
Date:	   2009-‐03-‐30	   	   	   	   	   	  
Topic:	   Permission	  for	  Participation	  in	  an	  	  

Action	  Research	  Project	  
	  

During	  this	  school	  year	  Mrs.	  Walker’s	  grade	  three	  students	  are	  involved	  in	  the	  Roots	  of	  Empathy	  program.	  
This	  program	  is	  designed	  to	  increase	  emotional	  literacy	  in	  children	  through	  monthly	  visits	  with	  a	  baby	  and	  
the	  baby’s	  mother.	  	  Roots	  of	  Empathy	  is	  designed	  to	  increase	  children’s	  empathy	  towards	  others	  which	  in	  
turn	  decreases	  incidents	  of	  bullying	  and	  exclusion	  among	  children.	  	  

Your	  child	  is	  being	  invited	  to	  participate	  in	  a	  study	  that	  involves	  action	  research.	  The	  purpose	  of	  this	  study	  is	  
to	  determine	  the	  effectiveness	  of	  the	  Roots	  of	  Empathy	  program	  in	  increasing	  children’s	  empathy	  towards	  
others.	  

As	  a	  participant	  your	  child	  will	  be	  participating	  in	  the	  Roots	  of	  Empathy	  lessons	  and	  the	  activities	  that	  are	  
included	  in	  these	  lessons.	  	  I	  will	  be	  collecting	  their	  work	  samples	  and	  then	  interviewing	  the	  children	  as	  a	  
group	  to	  determine	  what	  they	  have	  learned	  from	  the	  program.	  I	  will	  video	  tape	  these	  interviews	  and	  
transcribe	  the	  children’s	  comments	  to	  determine	  themes	  in	  their	  learning.	  	  	  

Possible	  benefits	  of	  participation	  include	  a	  better	  understanding	  of	  how	  a	  baby	  communicates	  and	  how	  
people	  in	  general	  express	  their	  emotions.	  There	  are	  no	  known	  or	  anticipated	  risks	  associated	  with	  
participation	  in	  this	  study.	  

This	  research	  will	  be	  used	  in	  confidence	  and	  none	  of	  the	  children’s	  names	  will	  be	  used	  in	  any	  publication.	  	  
Data	  collected	  during	  this	  study	  will	  be	  stored	  in	  a	  locked	  drawer	  in	  the	  principal’s	  office.	  	  Data	  will	  be	  
kept	  until	  the	  end	  of	  June,	  2009	  after	  which	  time	  the	  children	  will	  be	  given	  their	  work	  to	  take	  home	  and	  
the	  video	  tapes	  will	  be	  destroyed.	  	  Access	  to	  this	  data	  will	  be	  restricted	  to	  Mrs.	  Walker	  and	  to	  Mrs.	  Mills.	  

Participation	  in	  this	  study	  is	  voluntary.	  If	  you	  wish,	  you	  may	  decline	  to	  have	  your	  child’s	  work	  samples	  
included	  in	  the	  study	  or	  to	  have	  your	  child	  be	  part	  of	  the	  video	  tape	  interview.	  	  You	  may	  also	  decline	  from	  
having	  your	  child’s	  picture	  used	  in	  the	  final	  paper.	  	  Further,	  you	  may	  decide	  to	  withdraw	  from	  this	  study	  
at	  any	  time	  and	  their	  will	  be	  no	  penalty	  to	  you	  or	  your	  child	  or	  to	  you	  if	  you	  wish	  to	  do	  so.	  There	  will	  be	  no	  
differences	  in	  classroom	  activities	  for	  students	  who	  do	  or	  do	  not	  participate	  in	  the	  research.	  	  The	  only	  
difference	  is	  that	  no	  research	  data	  will	  be	  recorded	  for	  students	  who	  are	  not	  participants.	  

Part	  of	  my	  commitment	  is	  to	  report	  on	  my	  findings	  as	  a	  Masters	  of	  Education	  exit	  project,	  parts	  of	  which	  
may	  be	  published	  as	  part	  of	  an	  educational	  journal.	  	  To	  that	  end,	  I	  am	  asking	  for	  permission	  to	  use	  
excerpts	  of	  the	  year’s	  research	  to	  illustrate	  my	  exit	  project	  or	  other	  writing.	  I	  am	  also	  asking	  for	  
permission	  to	  use	  photographs	  of	  the	  children	  in	  the	  class	  as	  part	  of	  my	  publications.	  	  Feedback	  about	  this	  
study	  will	  be	  available	  from	  Mrs.	  Walker	  or	  Mrs.	  Mills.	  

If	  you	  have	  any	  questions	  about	  this	  study	  or	  require	  further	  information,	  please	  contact	  Mrs.	  Mills	  at	  
519-‐448-‐1493.	  This	  study	  has	  been	  reviewed	  and	  received	  ethics	  clearance	  through	  the	  Research	  Ethics	  
Board	  at	  Brock	  University.	  If	  you	  have	  any	  comments	  or	  concerns	  about	  your	  rights	  as	  a	  research	  
participant,	  please	  contact	  the	  Research	  Ethics	  Office	  at	  (905)	  688-‐5550	  Ext.	  3035,	  reb@brocku.ca.	  	  

Thank	  you	  for	  your	  assistance	  in	  this	  project.	  	  Please	  keep	  a	  copy	  of	  this	  form	  for	  your	  records.	  

Sincerely,	  
Ruth	  Mills	  
Principal	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (Cont’d	  next	  page)	  
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I	  agree	  to	  allow	  my	  child	  to	  participate	  in	  this	  study	  described	  above.	  I	  have	  made	  this	  decision	  based	  

on	  the	  information	  I	  have	  read	  in	  the	  Information-‐Consent	  Letter.	  	  I	  have	  had	  the	  opportunity	  to	  receive	  

any	  additional	  details	  I	  wanted	  about	  the	  study	  and	  understand	  that	  I	  may	  ask	  questions	  in	  the	  future.	  	  I	  

understand	  that	  I	  may	  withdraw	  this	  consent	  at	  any	  time.	  	  I	  give	  permission	  to	  the	  principal/	  

Researcher	  Ruth	  Mills:	  

to	  use	  photographs	  and	  work	  samples	  of	  my	  child	  	  _____________________________	  

or,	  to	  use	  work	  samples	  only	  of	  my	  child:	  _____________________________________	  

for	  her	  Masters	  of	  Education	  exit	  project	  on	  the	  effectiveness	  of	  the	  Roots	  of	  Empathy	  program.	  

Parent	  signature	  _______________________________________	  

Student	  signature	  ______________________________________	  

Date_________________________________________________	  
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Appendix J 

Letter of Permission for Participation in Action Research—Parent Volunteer 
	  

From:	   	  	   Ruth	  Mills,	  Principal	   	  
Date:	   2009-‐01-‐12	   	   	   	   	   	  
Topic:	   Permission	  for	  Participation	  in	  an	  	  

Action	  Research	  Project	  –	  parent	  volunteer	  
	  

During	  this	  school	  year	  you	  have	  been	  volunteering	  in	  Ms.	  King’s	  grade	  seven	  classroom	  for	  the	  Roots	  of	  
Empathy	  program.	  This	  program	  is	  designed	  to	  increase	  emotional	  literacy	  in	  children	  through	  monthly	  
visits	  with	  a	  baby	  and	  the	  baby’s	  mother.	  	  Roots	  of	  Empathy	  is	  designed	  to	  increase	  children’s	  empathy	  
towards	  others	  which	  in	  turn	  decreases	  incidents	  of	  bullying	  and	  exclusion	  among	  children.	  	  

I	  am	  inviting	  you	  to	  participate	  in	  a	  study	  that	  involves	  action	  research.	  The	  purpose	  of	  this	  study	  is	  to	  
determine	  the	  effectiveness	  of	  the	  Roots	  of	  Empathy	  program	  in	  increasing	  children’s	  empathy	  towards	  
others.	  

As	  a	  participant	  I	  am	  asking	  for	  your	  permission	  to	  interview	  you	  on	  your	  views	  as	  to	  the	  effectiveness	  of	  the	  
program.	  	  Possible	  benefits	  of	  participation	  include	  the	  opportunity	  to	  express	  your	  feelings	  about	  the	  
effectiveness	  of	  the	  program.	  There	  are	  no	  known	  or	  anticipated	  risks	  associated	  with	  participation	  in	  this	  
study.	  

This	  research	  will	  be	  used	  in	  confidence	  and	  I	  will	  not	  use	  your	  name	  or	  your	  baby’s	  name	  in	  any	  
publication.	  	  Data	  collected	  during	  this	  study	  will	  be	  stored	  in	  a	  locked	  drawer	  in	  the	  principal’s	  office.	  	  
Data	  will	  be	  kept	  until	  the	  end	  of	  June,	  2009	  after	  which	  time	  it	  will	  be	  destroyed.	  	  Access	  to	  this	  data	  will	  
be	  restricted	  to	  me.	  

Participation	  in	  this	  study	  is	  voluntary.	  If	  you	  wish,	  you	  may	  decline	  from	  participating.	  You	  may	  also	  
decline	  from	  having	  your	  picture	  or	  your	  child’s	  picture	  used	  in	  the	  final	  paper.	  	  Further,	  you	  may	  decide	  
to	  withdraw	  from	  this	  study	  at	  any	  time	  and	  their	  will	  be	  no	  penalty	  to	  you	  if	  you	  wish	  to	  do	  so.	  	  

Part	  of	  my	  commitment	  is	  to	  report	  on	  my	  findings	  as	  a	  Masters	  of	  Education	  exit	  project,	  parts	  of	  which	  
may	  be	  published	  as	  part	  of	  an	  educational	  journal.	  	  To	  that	  end,	  I	  am	  asking	  for	  permission	  to	  use	  
excerpts	  of	  the	  year’s	  research	  to	  illustrate	  my	  exit	  project	  or	  other	  writing.	  I	  am	  also	  asking	  for	  
permission	  to	  use	  photographs	  of	  you	  and	  your	  child.	  	  

If	  you	  have	  any	  questions	  about	  this	  study	  or	  require	  further	  information,	  please	  contact	  Mrs.	  Mills	  at	  
519-‐448-‐1493.	  This	  study	  has	  been	  reviewed	  and	  received	  ethics	  clearance	  through	  the	  Research	  Ethics	  
Board	  at	  Brock	  University.	  If	  you	  have	  any	  comments	  or	  concerns	  about	  your	  rights	  as	  a	  research	  
participant,	  please	  contact	  the	  Research	  Ethics	  Office	  at	  (905)	  688-‐5550	  Ext.	  3035,	  reb@brocku.ca.	  	  
	  
Thank	  you	  for	  your	  assistance	  in	  this	  project.	  	  Please	  keep	  a	  copy	  of	  this	  form	  for	  your	  records.	  

 

I	  give	  permission	  to	  the	  principal/researcher	  Ruth	  Mills	  to	  use	  photographs	  of	  me	  and	  my	  
child_________________and	  excerpts	  from	  our	  conversations	  for	  her	  Master	  of	  Education	  exit	  project	  
on	  the	  effectiveness	  of	  the	  Roots	  of	  Empathy	  program.	  	  	  

_________________________	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  _________________________	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  _________________________	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Signature	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Name	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Date	  	  	  	  	  
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Appendix K 

Letter of Permission for Participation in Action Research—Teaching Partner 
	  

From:	   	  	   Ruth	  Mills,	  Principal	   	  
Date:	   2009-‐01-‐12	   	   	   	   	   	  
Topic:	   Permission	  for	  Participation	  in	  an	  	  

Action	  Research	  Project	  –	  teacher	  
	  

During	  this	  school	  year	  the	  students	  in	  your	  classroom	  have	  been	  involved	  in	  the	  Roots	  of	  Empathy	  
program.	  This	  program	  is	  designed	  to	  increase	  emotional	  literacy	  in	  children	  through	  monthly	  visits	  with	  a	  
baby	  and	  the	  baby’s	  mother.	  	  Roots	  of	  Empathy	  is	  designed	  to	  increase	  children’s	  empathy	  towards	  others	  
which	  in	  turn	  decreases	  incidents	  of	  bullying	  and	  exclusion	  among	  children.	  	  

I	  am	  inviting	  you	  to	  participate	  in	  a	  study	  that	  involves	  action	  research.	  The	  purpose	  of	  this	  study	  is	  to	  
determine	  the	  effectiveness	  of	  the	  Roots	  of	  Empathy	  program	  in	  increasing	  children’s	  empathy	  towards	  
others	  and	  ultimately	  changing	  the	  culture	  of	  a	  school.	  

As	  a	  participant	  I	  am	  asking	  for	  your	  permission	  to	  interview	  you	  on	  your	  views	  as	  to	  the	  effectiveness	  of	  
the	  program.	  	  Possible	  benefits	  of	  participation	  include	  the	  opportunity	  to	  express	  your	  feelings	  about	  the	  
effectiveness	  of	  the	  program.	  There	  are	  no	  known	  or	  anticipated	  risks	  associated	  with	  participation	  in	  this	  
study.	  

	  Data	  collected	  during	  this	  study	  will	  be	  stored	  in	  a	  locked	  drawer	  in	  the	  principal’s	  office.	  	  Data	  will	  be	  
kept	  until	  the	  end	  of	  June,	  2009	  after	  which	  time	  it	  will	  be	  destroyed.	  	  Access	  to	  this	  data	  will	  be	  restricted	  
to	  me.	  

Participation	  in	  this	  study	  is	  voluntary.	  If	  you	  wish,	  you	  may	  decline	  from	  participating.	  You	  may	  also	  
decline	  from	  having	  your	  picture	  used	  in	  the	  final	  paper.	  	  Further,	  you	  may	  decide	  to	  withdraw	  from	  this	  
study	  at	  any	  time	  and	  there	  will	  be	  no	  penalty	  to	  you	  if	  you	  wish	  to	  do	  so.	  	  

Part	  of	  my	  commitment	  is	  to	  report	  on	  my	  findings	  as	  a	  Masters	  of	  Education	  exit	  project,	  parts	  of	  which	  
may	  be	  published	  as	  part	  of	  an	  educational	  journal.	  	  To	  that	  end,	  I	  am	  asking	  for	  permission	  to	  use	  
excerpts	  of	  the	  year’s	  research	  to	  illustrate	  my	  exit	  project	  or	  other	  writing.	  I	  am	  also	  asking	  for	  
permission	  to	  use	  photographs	  of	  you	  and	  your	  name	  in	  the	  publication.	  	  

If	  you	  have	  any	  questions	  about	  this	  study	  or	  require	  further	  information,	  please	  contact	  Mrs.	  Mills	  at	  
519-‐448-‐1493.	  This	  study	  has	  been	  reviewed	  and	  received	  ethics	  clearance	  through	  the	  Research	  Ethics	  
Board	  at	  Brock	  University.	  If	  you	  have	  any	  comments	  or	  concerns	  about	  your	  rights	  as	  a	  research	  
participant,	  please	  contact	  the	  Research	  Ethics	  Office	  at	  (905)	  688-‐5550	  Ext.	  3035,	  reb@brocku.ca.	  	  

Thank	  you	  for	  your	  assistance	  in	  this	  project.	  	  Please	  keep	  a	  copy	  of	  this	  form	  for	  your	  records.	  
 

I	  give	  permission	  to	  the	  principal/researcher	  Ruth	  Mills	  to	  use	  photographs	  of	  me	  and	  excerpts	  from	  
our	  conversations	  for	  her	  Master	  of	  Education	  exit	  project	  on	  the	  effectiveness	  of	  the	  Roots	  of	  Empathy	  
program.	  	  	  

_________________________	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  _________________________	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  _________________________	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Signature	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Name	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Date	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
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Appendix L 

Letter of Permission for Participation in Action Research—Teacher 
	  

From:	   	  	   Ruth	  Mills,	  Principal	   	  
Date:	   2009-‐01-‐12	   	   	   	   	   	  
Topic:	   Permission	  for	  Participation	  in	  an	  	  

Action	  Research	  Project	  –	  teacher	  
	  

I	  am	  inviting	  you	  to	  participate	  in	  a	  study	  that	  involves	  action	  research.	  The	  purpose	  of	  this	  study	  is	  to	  
determine	  the	  effectiveness	  of	  the	  Roots	  of	  Empathy	  program	  in	  increasing	  children’s	  empathy	  towards	  
others.	  As	  part	  of	  my	  research	  I	  will	  be	  discussing	  how	  the	  culture	  of	  a	  school	  can	  change	  with	  the	  
implementation	  of	  programs	  such	  as	  Roots	  of	  Empathy.	  

As	  a	  participant	  I	  am	  asking	  for	  your	  permission	  to	  interview	  you	  on	  your	  views	  as	  to	  the	  effectiveness	  of	  
the	  program.	  	  Possible	  benefits	  of	  participation	  include	  the	  opportunity	  to	  express	  your	  feelings	  about	  the	  
effectiveness	  of	  the	  program.	  There	  are	  no	  known	  or	  anticipated	  risks	  associated	  with	  participation	  in	  this	  
study.	  

This	  research	  will	  be	  used	  in	  confidence	  and	  I	  will	  not	  use	  your	  name	  in	  any	  publication.	  	  Data	  collected	  
during	  this	  study	  will	  be	  stored	  in	  a	  locked	  drawer	  in	  the	  principal’s	  office.	  	  Data	  will	  be	  kept	  until	  the	  end	  
of	  June,	  2009	  after	  which	  time	  it	  will	  be	  destroyed.	  	  Access	  to	  this	  data	  will	  be	  restricted	  to	  me.	  

Participation	  in	  this	  study	  is	  voluntary.	  If	  you	  wish,	  you	  may	  decline	  from	  participating.	  You	  may	  also	  
decline	  from	  having	  your	  picture	  used	  in	  the	  final	  paper.	  	  Further,	  you	  may	  decide	  to	  withdraw	  from	  this	  
study	  at	  any	  time	  and	  there	  will	  be	  no	  penalty	  to	  you	  if	  you	  wish	  to	  do	  so.	  	  

Part	  of	  my	  commitment	  is	  to	  report	  on	  my	  findings	  as	  a	  Masters	  of	  Education	  exit	  project,	  parts	  of	  which	  
may	  be	  published	  as	  part	  of	  an	  educational	  journal.	  	  To	  that	  end,	  I	  am	  asking	  for	  permission	  to	  use	  
excerpts	  of	  the	  year’s	  research	  to	  illustrate	  my	  exit	  project	  or	  other	  writing.	  I	  am	  also	  asking	  for	  
permission	  to	  use	  photographs	  of	  you.	  	  

If	  you	  have	  any	  questions	  about	  this	  study	  or	  require	  further	  information,	  please	  contact	  Mrs.	  Mills	  at	  
519-‐448-‐1493.	  This	  study	  has	  been	  reviewed	  and	  received	  ethics	  clearance	  through	  the	  Research	  Ethics	  
Board	  at	  Brock	  University.	  If	  you	  have	  any	  comments	  or	  concerns	  about	  your	  rights	  as	  a	  research	  
participant,	  please	  contact	  the	  Research	  Ethics	  Office	  at	  (905)	  688-‐5550	  Ext.	  3035,	  reb@brocku.ca.	  	  

Thank	  you	  for	  your	  assistance	  in	  this	  project.	  	  Please	  keep	  a	  copy	  of	  this	  form	  for	  your	  records.	  
 

I	  give	  permission	  to	  the	  principal/researcher	  Ruth	  Mills	  to	  use	  photographs	  of	  me	  and	  excerpts	  from	  
our	  conversations	  for	  her	  Master	  of	  Education	  exit	  project	  on	  the	  effectiveness	  of	  the	  Roots	  of	  Empathy	  
program.	  	  	  

_________________________	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  _________________________	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  _________________________	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Signature	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Name	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Date	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
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Appendix M 

Feedback Questionnaire—Student 
 

                          Student Feedback 2008-09 
                                                Grades 3-8 

 
Your Name:  _______________________  Grade: _______________________ 

School Name:  _______________________  Instructor Name:  _______________________ 

City:  _______________________  Province/State:  _______________________ 

Please put an ‘X’ in the appropriate  box in the co lumn on the r ight .  

Overall, as a result of Roots of Empathy (ROE) … 
YES NO 

NOT 
SURE 

I learned how to recognize my own feelings.   
 

I learned how to talk about my feelings.   
 

I understand how other people feel.   
 

I feel sad or upset when I see someone being picked on or treated meanly.   
 

I learned that it hurts other people’s feelings when they are bullied.   
 

I learned that it is not ok to bully someone.   
 

I learned that everybody has feelings.   
 

I learned that it is not ok to hurt someone’s feelings just because I’m feeling 
angry, sad, or scared. 

  
 

I learned that babies’ brains grow better when they are loved and cared for.   
 

I learned that if a pregnant woman smokes or drinks, she could harm her 
baby. 

  
 

I learned that it is dangerous to shake a baby.   
 

I learned that being a parent and caring for a baby is a lot of hard work.   
 

I think that other children would like having ROE in their class.   
 

What can ROE teach the world? 
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Appendix N 

Feedback Questionnaire—Teacher 
 

               Teacher Feedback 2008-09 
 

Your Name:  _______________________  Grade: _______________________ 

School Name:  _______________________  Instructor Name:  _______________________ 

City:  _______________________  Province/State:  _______________________ 

Please put an ‘X’ in the appropriate  box in the co lumn on the r ight .  

Overall, as a result of Roots of Empathy (ROE) … 
Strongly 

Agree Agree 
Not 
Sure Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Students talk about their feelings.  
   

 

Students have an increased understanding of how others feel.  
   

 

Students have increased their vocabulary of feeling words.  
   

 

Students are more able to understand other people’s points of view.  
   

 

Students are more supportive in resolving conflicts involving classmates.  
   

 

Students were less aggressive by the end of the school year.  
   

 

Students showed more prosocial behaviours (e.g. sharing, helping, co-operating) by 
the end of the school year. 

 
   

 

Students are more inclusive or accepting of others who are different from 
themselves (including culture, race, special needs, gender etc.). 

 
   

 

Students are more empathic.  
   

 

I feel that the ROE program supports the school’s curriculum.  
   

 

I would like to have ROE in my class next year.  
   

 

What impact do you see ROE having on the children, families and your community? 

Please provide any comments or suggestions that you would like to share. 

 

 Yes No 

We may wish to use your comments in our promotional material. Do we have permission to use your name?   

If you would like to be added to our mailing list to receive our Roots of Empathy newsletter, The Green Blanket, please enter your email address. 
_________________________________________________ 
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